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Westbound
A Novella by Genevieve Nicolow

0

Nicolow 1

There’s an overwhelming sense of lifelessness in the snow. I feel that here, isolated with
the empty plains and sloping bone-white dunes of the tundra. The glacial vacuum touched down
before I got here and swallowed everything in its path, leeched the moisture from the air and
swept the ocean up into sawtoothed ridges. The alabaster peaks tower over me now, one
hundred thousand years after their formation, shrouding the landscape in pale blue darkness.
Vacancy packs the atmosphere. Stillness so pervasive I can feel the blood pumping from
my chest, hear the rhythmic, lurching contractions of smooth muscle muffled by spongy yellow
tissue and sheathed in layers of squamous mesh. Soon the contractions will stop, deprived of
the electric signals that direct them, and I’ll become another inanimate facet of this wilderness.
Even the Earth below me, encased in ice, is dead.
Somewhere south of here the wind-razed expanse of the alpine desert fringes the polar
ice sheet and stretches out to the coniferous forest of the taiga. There, the last of the
megafauna huddle in the shelter of formidable spruce trees, bracing against their predetermined
fate. Mastodons lumber through the boreal flora in search of woody plants, their footprints filling
with alpine water. Woolly mammoths dot the plains below, crushing mouthfuls of prairie grass
between stonelike molars, glassy black eyes the size of melons peering from beneath locks of
fur to scan the horizon for threats.
Short-faced bears and scimitar-toothed cats prowl the forest’s edge, the bears six feet
tall at the shoulder with their front paws on the ground. Somewhere close by an American cave
lion leaves the warmth of his mossy den to hunt bison.
A modest group of giant ground sloths, their pack decimated by unfamiliar predators,
wander dazedly in the open. Unable to comprehend that those tiny, naked creatures will soon
hunt them out of existence, unaware of how readily their two thousand pounds of flesh will slide
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from the bone. Deep in the woodland a family of castoroides build a lodge, a home by the river
constructed from saplings felled by their hulking incisors.
One of the beavers fills his cavernous lungs with oxygen before he dives beneath the
surface, propelling himself with his tail. I jet along beside him, an observer, cutting effortlessly
through the turbulence as we skim the riverbed. A nagging sensation of breathlessness climbs
to a burning urgency in my own chest as he pushes on and on against the current, and before
long the intensity of the desperation drives me to throw my mouth open and gasp.
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I
“Wake up!” Ripped from my slumber and running on instinct, I duck to the right in my bed
and tear off my eye mask. A pillow connects with the wall behind me and falls behind my
headboard, defeated.
“Alright, alright, I’m up.” I groan, feeling around for my inhaler. “Why’re you always
throwing something?”
My bedroom is coming into focus, cluttered and hazy in the red glow of sunrise. An
electric compressor hums within the walls of our apartment, struggling to combat the oppressive
summer heat. On the northern wall of my bedroom, a smart screen prompts me to tell it which
segment of Gone in an Instant: The Pleistocene Experience I want to play next. I close my eyes
and pull from the inhaler.
“Are you packed?” My mom is hovering in my doorway, balancing a laundry basket on
her hip with one hand and impatiently swishing a thermos of sweet tea around in the other.
“Mostly.” I exhale and slide to the edge of the bed, thankful for the cool laminate at my
feet.
“Did you remember waterproof boots? Carmex? Eye drops?”
“Couldn’t find the drops. They have pharmacies in Washington, right?” I pull the pillow
out from under my bed and sling it back at her. She intercepts it.
“I wouldn’t count on it. C’mon now, I want to get going before they evacuate the whole
city.” She turns and disappears down the hallway, rubber-soled slippers squelching one after
the other as they leave the mock-hardwood veneer.
I sigh at no one in particular and strip away my tank top, using it to wipe in vain at the
perpetually foggy mirror over my dresser. The glass is welded onto the wall that connects my
room to the rest of the cramped apartment, the same wall that holds the largest of our central air
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vents. The AC’s been working overtime since our power kicked on at nine o’clock. Vintage
oceanography posters cling feebly to the space around the mirror, their adhesive crystallized by
the cold.
My cloudy reflection reveals that my cornrows are beginning to come loose, split ends
springing free between them. I slick them down. They rise. Righteous indignation, I suppose.
This is the third day over 90-degrees this week, and the humidity is particularly insufferable in
the mornings. I’m searching my suitcase for pomade when my mother returns to the doorway,
sans laundry and clutching the remains of my childhood Happy Feet Three blanket.
“We should take this.” She says, jabbing it toward me. Miraculously, despite a little
tearing around the edges, the images of Mumble and friends remain intelligible. Must be the
bamboo fibers.
“He’s that bad, huh?” I ask, making eye contact with an embroidered representation of
Will the Krill. She shakes her head.
“Dad’s tolerable. He’s doing a lot better, actually. I just think it’s always a good idea to
bring something you care about when you go on a big trip.”
“We’ll be gone what, two weeks? Mumble’s safer in here than out there.” I gesture at the
window. Amber light streams from between my blackout curtains and bathes my hand in
ultraviolet. My mother folds the blanket back into her arms.
“I’ll pack it,” she mutters, “just in case”

Half an hour later we’re standing on the sidewalk, engulfed in the turbid air of a Boston
summer. We’re at the tail end of a tropical storm and the heat pulls its leftover water from the
pavement in rising tendrils of mist, erasing it from the asphalt. Beads of vapor collect on my
mom’s Breathing Buddy and form glistening magnified bubbles over the geometric print. The ten
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o’clock bell rings and our block goes dark behind us, buildings down the street coming to life as
neighbors take advantage of their turn on the grid.
We begin the trek toward our car, an upward hike toward the coveted dry spot on the
only real hill in the neighborhood. Every Friday night a middle-aged, generic-looking
businessman pulls his dealership-plated car onto the hill’s crest just before my mother gets
home from work. He stays the weekend, having an affair we assume, before rolling away at
four-thirty on Monday mornings. My mom is always there when he leaves, idling behind him in
her bonnet and nightgown.
As we near the top of our climb, I find the spot bereft of my mother’s Tesla. A beat-up
and tragically metallic brown Volvo station wagon sits in its place.
“Shit, Ma. We got carjacked by the Sierra Club.” She gives me a look.
“We’re members of the Sierra Club, Cassie. And that’s our car.” I stare at it, unable to
comprehend how one object can be so hopelessly murky and sparkly at the same time.
“You don’t remember this old girl?” She slaps the roof like an affectionate saleswoman.
“She’s the one who brought us up from Atlanta. I put her in the storage unit when we got the
Tesla.”
I refuse to believe that this rust bucket belongs to Nia Carter.
“And when did we get her, 1998?” My mom slides into the driver’s seat, leaning across to
manually unlock the passenger side door.
“Close.” She says, patting the empty leatherette seat. “2012.”
I lean over the door, inspecting the relic more closely.
“Do you even remember how to drive?”
“I got her up this hill, didn’t I?” I roll my eyes. It’s time to start asking the bigger
questions.
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“Is this about Braingate?” She purses her lips and motions me into the car.
“Would you just get in?”
“I knew it! You’ve been on those websites again!”
“I have every right to do my research, Cassie.”
“That’s not research, that’s indoctrination! Why do you hate Elon so much, anyways?”
“Well, for one, he’s trying to send his friends to space.”
“Yeah, him and every other member of the one percent.” I wipe sweat from the edge of
my headwrap and join my delusional mother in the Volvo. “You sound like dad.”
My mother pulls a bottle of SPF from her purse and starts applying it to her forearms.
“Elon is all about money, power, and glory. One too many hits to his psyche and next
thing we know we’re out in the streets setting Bolts and Corsairs on fire because he told us to.”
She gestures at the empty road.
“Everybody knows he’s a narcissist, but if he really wanted to destroy the competition,
couldn’t he just program all of his cars to drive to Chevy’s headquarters and blow themselves
up?” My mother hands me the tube of SPF adjusts her wrap in the rearview mirror.
“Nobody said he’s rational. In fact, I think he lost it a long time ago. Look at those erratic
messages he’s always sending out.” She rebuts.
“He’s trying to be funny.” I say. “We had a book of his old tweets on the back of the toilet
for years after Twitter shut down. You even said they were hilarious.”
“Well, he has no business putting them on my windshield. Oh, and his mother!” She
slaps the steering wheel. “That woman is straight out of the supervillain hall of fame. She hasn’t
aged since 2021. Have you seen her? Pull up her picture right now.” She holds her phone out
over my lap.
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“I know what she looks like, mom.” I say. She turns the key in the ignition and the Volvo
sputters to life.
“Then you know what I mean.”
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II
The antiquated car rattles down Massachusetts Ave, its engine rumbling contentedly
beneath my feet. I survey the blocks of skeletonized houses to my right as we leave Nubian
Square. The smaller things washed away when the poorly constructed walls blew out, but
heavier things stuck around. Tattered sheets caught up in twisted metal bed frames. Toppled
refrigerators. Hurricane Sebastien’s leftovers. Or maybe they’re Nestor’s.
Fernand was the first to strike Boston this year, then Imelda and Lorenzo. From there it’s
all a blur. Disaster strikes, sea walls collapse, no one rebuilds them, and the city moves inland.
Prices go up, people get evicted. Flood, evacuation, flood, evacuation, flood. The President
offers his condolences. The governor of Massachusetts gives a rousing speech. We’re all
‘Boston Strong’. Flood.

As we near the turnoff for Interstate 93, I catch sight of a familiar figure on the corner. A
teenage boy in a sweaty Flatbush Zombies tee is jogging along the basketball court in the
shade of the highway, no doubt headed for a drink of water.
“Stop the car!” I shout. My mom slams on the breaks.
“What? What is it?!”
“Isaiah.” I point at my diaphoretic friend. She sighs.
“Good lord, Cassie! I thought we hit somebody.” Isaiah pinpoints the source of the
screeching tires and spots us, holding up a finger to his teammates and jogging over to the car.
“Cassie Carter, how’s it going? Still grounded?” He leans into the car window and smiles
at my mom. “Dr. Carter.”
My mom pulls her mask down and smiles back. She doesn’t know who I was with when I
broke curfew.
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“Only marginally.” I reply, removing my own Breathing Buddy. “I get my phone back next
week. We’re headed to Washington.”
“What for?” he looks on with a little more concern than my statement warrants, but I’ve
grown used to people being a little on edge around here.
“We’re gonna go see my dad.”
“Weird timing.” He says.
“You’re tellin’ me. Wanna come?” He smiles and waves his hand in dismissal.
“Appreciate the offer, C.C., but I gotta be with my family right now. My mom’s out with
my sister scooping pops from the VA. We’re gonna hunker down together ‘til all this blows over,
God willing.”
Isaiah’s father has been wheelchair bound ever since his first stroke a few years ago,
and last month he had another. Something to do with stress, the doctors said. My mom nods
sympathetically.
“Well, tell Clary I said hi.” I say.
“Will do. You gonna get out and give me a hug or not?”
I hop out of the Volvo and oblige, and he grips me a little more tightly than usual. I don’t
mind. I can hear the familiar click-clack of his wooden dread beads as he moves, each one
engraved with tiny faces and words. Part of a pyrography collection he sells at school. He
smells like asphalt, singed black walnut, and deodorant.
“I’ll text you in a week, okay?” I ask into the shaved hair at the nape of his neck.
“Yeah,” he says, pulling away after a while, “okay.” His eyes dart to my mother over my
shoulder, and I cross my arms.
“Alright. What the hell is going on?”
“Nothing!” My mother says, shooting daggers at my friend.
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“Yeah, nothing. Another tropical storm, maybe a depression by the time it hits. I’m just a
little concerned is all.” He snaps out of his doom and gloom, and his eyes lock on the car.
“Hey, where’s the Tesla?” I point at my mother, and she crosses her arms.
“How about you ask her? She’s the one all worked up about some Elon Musk
conspiracy.”
“Elon, huh?” He asks, leaning into the car. “What’d he do to you, Nia?”
“Not a thing!” I answer for her. “She doesn’t care about the union busting or Latin
America, but she’s religious about those theory forums! Went and locked up a seventy thousand
dollar car for no good reason.” Isaiah grins.
“Nah, I can see where you’re coming from, Dr. Carter.”
“Are you kidding me?” He smirks at me.
“He’s a creepy motherfucker all around, that’s all. I wouldn’t put anything past him Plus
he has that cryogenic-ass mom-”
“Oh my god.” I climb back into the Volvo in a huff, and Isaiah holds his fist out for my
mom. I shoot out my hand to block the display of comradery. “Bye, Iz. Try not to cuss in front of
my mom next time.” He laughs.
“Bye, Carters. Good luck out there.”

As we pull onto the interstate, the smell of brine and something worse assaults my
nostrils without warning. I yank the Breathing Buddy back over my mouth and nose, but the
nostalgia of the odors is overpowering.

I’m seven years old, scrambling over the Odiorne embankment and avoiding the
thousand-year-old tree stumps of the sunken forest. I traipse deftly along the boundary where
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the waves lap the shore, eager to reach my favorite spot. My tidepool lies further inland than the
others, a haven where I can watch the sea life within what my mom has deemed a safe distance
from the water.
With each swell, ocean spray and newborn rivulets invade the shallow pit at my feet.
Each wave curls in on top of the one before it, the previous year’s waterlines swallowed by new
saltwater.
Beyond Odiorne Point Beach, meadows become nothing more than grids of grass roots
resting on a marsh of sandy soil and foul smelling liquid. Soccer fields turn to duck ponds, then
algal blooms kill the fish and drive the ducks away.
The infamous Odiorne Playground washed away one summer and the discovery of
generous amounts of E. coli among its remains prevented its reestablishment. By the time we
made our last visits to the park, it was a rancid shell of its former self. The rest of the parks
followed. I wonder when it became too late to save them.

Without my phone to entertain me, I decide to channel my environmental dread into my
field journal. I pull it from my backpack and flip past chapters of my words and Isaiah’s doodles
until I land on an empty page.

OPB Degradation I write, thinking back to the advent of Odiorne’s slow decline.
1) No More Salmon.
Boston salmon had migrated north to Canada since the dawn of time, causing
near-constant squabbles between the competing fisheries as their would-be catch unwittingly
crossed the national divide twice a year. About twenty years ago, the fish had begun to migrate
a bit higher and return miles north of their original mating grounds in the spring, their gradual
movements carrying them over latitude lines. Salmon is a Canadian delicacy nowadays.
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New Hampshire’s fishermen inadvertently alarmed me to the commercial crisis early on,
commiserating over lost income as they cut dolphins and turtles from their trawl nets offshore
and cast the corpses overboard into the empty sea. Without any predators to ravage the bykill,
the bodies grew bloated and bobbed intertly in the waves, filling the ocean with decomposing
buoys. That’s the smell that caught me as we’d entered the highway: the acrid stench of rotting
sea turtle. I decide to add + No More Sharks to my original observation.
The Volvo bottoms out as we dip into a pothole, a puddle of grey water coating the
windshield. My mom hurriedly sets the AC to draw from within the car, a feature I’m pleasantly
surprised the fossil is even equipped with. She cups a hand over her Breathing Buddy as the
wipers feebly slosh the sewage around in front of us. My stomach flips and I return to my notes,
tapping pen against paper to renew my train of thought. I cross out my last addition and
continue beneath it.
2) Atlantic Species Extinction
As time went by, Odiorne’s once flourishing Seacoast Science Center began to function
more like a history museum than an actual representation of the marine world beyond its walls.
Touch tanks harbored the last of many tidepool residents, each exhibit packed with animal
ambassadors from a different tidal zone. Unhappy as they must have felt trapped in their narrow
glass prisons, their captivity became their salvation.
Upon the trash-related death of the last known North Atlantic Right Whale a group of
students from the nearby Little Harbour Elementary School rallied for a permanent exhibition at
Seacoast. In honor of the gentle giants, a mural would be painted on one wall of the aquarium
depicting all of the recently extinct species, along with space for those to follow. Young artists
volunteered to paint each new animal, a task that soon became too daunting for child labor
alone to cover.
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Students at the New Hampshire Institute of Art volunteered to contribute their
higher-educated renderings of the Atlantic’s declining marine life. By the time the Hawksbill Sea
Turtle portrait was dry, the mural had to be expanded to cover a second wall. The Atlantic
Sturgeon became its first resident, taken out by some viral fish disease, but it wasn’t alone for
long.
As much as I’d enjoyed the center in our early visits to Odiorne, the melancholy touch
tanks and ever-expanding mural dulled the experience. I relegated myself to my favorite
tidepool, where at least the inhabitants could face extinction in the comfort of their natural
ecosystems.
3) Floods
This point has been on the news for as long as I can remember. Melting ice caps,
frequent storms, soil erosion, et cetera. We were bombarded with artistic interpretations of what
it might look like: The Statue of Liberty drowning in the Hudson Bay, her torch protruding from
the sea foam. Florida reduced to a watery nub. Schools of fish patronizing a submerged Taco
Bell. The storms came and went, and all the while the ocean carried out its gradual reclamation
of the land undetected. I noticed it in my tidepool.
Creatures there often spent half of their time above the water, half below. Mussels,
anemones, limpets, snails, lobsters, and crabs all reside in the intertidal zone. My mother and I
stood over the pool and peered down into it during my first summer in New Hampshire.
The water reached only a third of the way up the rocks then, and a coalition of vibrant
sea animals clustered below the surface. Anemones and corals hugged the bottom of the basin,
barnacles and snails serving as footholds for the rock crabs that scuttled along the sides.
Lobsters came later, the pool lay too far from the shoreline early on.
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The little tidal community was easy to find, jutting out from the sand and reflecting the
sun off of its slick rocks and glassy water. It was an anomaly, sitting so far inland yet managing
through narrow channels to behave like the ocean that spawned it.
The tides came in and out in unison with the sea. Each year water inched its way up the
steep walls of the pool, the creatures creeping reluctantly along with it. Soon the sun no longer
warmed its floor, shriveling anemones and turning the corals a ghostly white. By the time we
made one of our final visits, the residents were once again clustered together. They sat in a thin
ring around the top of the bowl, dangerously close to its brim. The next year was slaughter.
4) Atlantic Bird Migration
Sea birds from the equator, giant predators with crab-crushing beaks arrived in New
England just as the tidal pools began to overflow. Desperate to replace the loss of their native
prey, they’d flown north to the newly tropical East Coast. They feasted on the inhabitants of my
watery haven as the creatures crawled helplessly onto the sand, instinctually determined to
preserve their intertidal way of life.
5) Ocean Acidification
The lobsters and urchins were immune, their shells having calcified as the pool filled with
free hydrogen. The others, however, were not so lucky. The exoskeletons of smaller animals
had broken down, leaving their entrails exposed to the predators. The birds crunched through
snail and crab shells like candy coating, practically swallowing them whole. Pieces of the
unfortunate animals flew out from the swirling mass of fowl. One fragment seemed to move with
a mind of its own, tumbling towards me as a Great Blue Heron dove after it.
“He’s alive!” I shouted, sprinting out into the frey and diving over the escapee. The other
birds took notice and flocked toward us, rustling my hair and pecking at my face.

Nicolow 15

When they eventually lost interest and returned to the feast at the tide pool I carried the
creature toward my mother, peering into my hands as I walked.
My captive was a hermit crab, a runty little thing with a misshapen and powdery shell. He
cowered in my hands, gazing weakly up at me with wide black eyes on delicate stalks. So this
was the lone survivor of the great tide pool massacre?
I shuttled my timid friend back to Boston, and my science teacher 3D printed him a new
shell the next day. My classmates were quickly enamored by the little survivor, and Shellson
Mandela lived out his life as a beloved class pet. A tiny red flag, there to remind us of our own
helplessness. My mother and I never returned to the beach.

Nicolow 16

III
The entrance loop of a cloverleaf interchange triggers my carsickness, so I close my
journal and look ahead. The typical Boston traffic is worsened by the preemptive evacuation.
Some drivers are headed east to the airport and hordes of other travelers pack the lanes around
the Volvo. Particularly fervent Bostonians zip in and out of the cavalcade, some ignoring the
laws of traffic altogether. Others resign to sit in their congested lanes while honking uselessly in
their frustration.
As we reach the edge of the urban sprawl, our convoy begins to split apart. Everyone
seems to have a different idea about the safest place to wait out a storm. I doubt any of them
are thinking of Washington.
The highway winds subtly along the Massachusetts backcountry, gradually curving
northward as it progresses. I try to fall asleep, but the thought of driving across the US to reunite
with a man I hardly remember holds me back. I stare out the window instead, allowing the
passing trees to slip out of focus into a hypnotic blend of brown and green.
“Does this thing have CarPlay?” I ask as we motor past Springfield. My mom chuckles.
“No.” She’s quiet for a moment before her face lights up. “Check the glovebox!”
I pull the latch open and find myself buried under a pile of CDs, many of them caseless
and hopelessly scuffed.
“Oh, no.”
“They’re grandma’s!” She remarks, cheerfully. “And some of mine from med school, and
when you were little. Pick one out!”
I begin to sort through the combination of albums and mix CDs, many adorned with my
mother’s sharpied handwriting. The Kanye albums are promptly returned to their resting place.
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“What’s this one?” I ask, flashing a disc marked only by a winking face sketched onto its
front side. My mother snatches it, tucking it into the visor above her.
“Your dad gave me that one in college.”
“Ew.” I reply, hastily searching for something capable of replacing that image. I find a
bootleg copy of the Miseducation of Lauryn Hill and hand it over, recognizing the name. A male
voice takes roll call over the speakers as the first track begins. My mother bobs her head to the
intro and I lean mine against the window, closing my eyes.
The Appalachian Mountains bring less waterlogged roads, the smooth driving lulling me
into a nap unburdened by my usual vivid dreams. Memories of my childhood occupy the
vacancy in my subconscious.
My mom and I standing over warm vents in the kitchen while my dad cooks breakfast,
his face obscured by steam. The three of us on the floor in the living room watching Star Wars
while my grandma stitches a quilt on the couch. My childhood room with its saltwater fish tank
and built-in bookshelves, one big window cradling the segmented Atlanta skyline in its panes.
We’re nearing Albany by the time the slowing car yanks me out of my slumber.

“You see that woman?” My mom asks, pointing up the road at a small silhouette carrying
a lumpy backpack.
“Yeah, why?”
“Hitchhiking.” She says, putting on her turn signal and switching into the right lane.
“Stupid. She’s gonna get herself killed if she stays out here.”
We come to a stop in front of the pedestrian, a young woman in a dirty flannel and jeans.
I roll down my window and she hurries over to the car. My mom leans back.
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“You shouldn’t be standing out here all by yourself, Boston’s a hot spot for traffickers and
there’s a storm coming-”
“I need to get to Canada!” the woman interrupts, out of breath and with a heavy accent. I
look at my mom, who gives the traveler a once over before reluctantly unlocking the car. I
unlock my mother’s phone, opening the translating widget and speaking into it.
“We’re passing through Ontario.” I explain.
The woman climbs gratefully into the back seat, kicking her oversized boots together
over the road before swinging her legs in and shutting the door.
“Thank you. So much.” She’s still breathless, but seems to relax as we leave the side of
the road behind.
“Where are you coming from?” My mom asks into the phone, glancing at our new
companion in the rearview.
“Argentina.” She holds out her forearm, brandishing a fresh identification number and
barcode that protrude from the skin. I grimace.
A detainee at the Rio Grande Detention Center developed necrotizing fasciitis around
his registration tattoo last month, according to a story I read in the Times. The semi-permanent
ink blistered his skin and it got infected when a flood near the facility contaminated its recreation
yard. They cut his arm off but it was too late by then.
All that remains of him now is a sentence in the middle of a CNN photo essay titled
“Budding resistance: The tragic beauty of gardening in carceral facilities”.
“What center?” I ask, envisioning flesh-eating bacteria nestled in the creases of our
passenger’s flannel.
The woman unfastens several buckles and slides out of her backpack, leaning toward
the phone as she speaks. “Somewhere in New Mexico, then Texas, then Virginia, now Albany.”

Nicolow 19

“You’ve been all over.” My mother says, handing her a metal water bottle.
“We’re Cassie and Nia, by the way.” I say, pointing at my mother and myself.
“Martina.” The woman replies.
“Did you leave because of the famine?” I ask, hoping to impress her with my worldliness.
She shakes her head.
“Because of the war. Our public hospital was targeted by the militia of another city. The
workers’ daycare was destroyed in a fire, it would have killed my son but I didn’t go in that day.
He had a fever, I wanted to watch him.”
We sit in silence for a while, my mother navigating a more tedious stretch of highway.
Martina drinks from the water bottle and rearranges things in her backpack, taking stock of her
possessions. I organize the CDs alphabetically.
“Where is your son?” My mom asks, her tone sympathetic but probing.
“No se.” Martina replies. After a pause she pulls a crumpled map out from the front
pocket of her backpack and spreads it over the console. Red dots cover several cities, and blue
ink marks the journeys between them. She points to a spot just north of El Paso and I turn the
translator back on.
“When we got here, they had us in the same building but separate. They said we would
have a hearing very soon.”
“I thought the president ended family separation.” I say.
“Mentiroso forro.” Martina mutters, out of range of the microphone.
“Did you get the hearing?” My mom asks.
Martina takes a sip of water and shakes her head, leaning back toward the phone.
“No. They told me the hearing will be on hold, that your country is handling business
elsewhere and detainees are not the priority. I ask them if I can see my son, if we will not be let
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out as quickly as we had hoped. They tell me there has been a mix up, and he’s in Texas now.”
She taps the dot.
“So I put in a request to go to Texas, and I’m there for several days before anyone will
meet with me. A social worker there, she says I have to go to Virginia. She gets me transferred
after a few weeks, but Uziel is not on their list. Someone there tells me that many children were
moved here, to Albany, because of a storm.”
“And they transferred you again?” I’m getting nauseous from looking back at the traveler,
so I face forward and watch the skyline.
“A guard helped me get out. She told me that judgement day is coming and I’m her way
to get to heaven.” She sees my confused expression in the rearview and shrugs.
“Was he here?” I ask.
“He was,” she says, brow furrowing. “just a few days ago. Now there’s nothing. I have no
idea where they took my baby.” Her voice cracks and she wipes at her right eye with the back of
her hand, revealing clean skin beneath the road dust and carceral grime.
“That’s why I’m going to Canada. They have lawyers working with yours and with other
refugees. Trying to put families back together before they can be deported. The social worker in
Texas warned me I may end up back home. That doesn’t bother me, as long as I have my son.”
She exhales shakily and sets her teeth, switching to English. “This place is hell.”
“I’m so sorry, Martina.” My mother glances in the rearview mirror, locking sympathetic
eyes with our companion. “We’ll do anything we can to help.”
“I just need to get to Canada.” the woman replies, moving the map onto her legs and
smoothing it once more. My mom looks at her phone.
“We’ll be there in five hours.”
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IV
As we leave Albany behind us, our passenger brightens up considerably. I let her take
her pick of the CDs, finding that she has bizarre taste in music. That, or she’s picking based on
cover art like I was. Her choices range from reggae to nineties rap to, eventually, the soundtrack
of the 2006 Curious George movie. Uzi loves the little animated monkey, she says, tapping one
of the figures on the yellow disc.
The gentle percussion of an island drum kit fills the Volvo as the album begins, bongos
beating over a silvery hi-hat riff as an acoustic guitar strums playfully over it all. Jack Johnson’s
lyrics weave in and out of the lively melody, the tone of his voice calm and content as he muses
about the world he lives and surfs in.
These songs came decades before his North Shore home was washed away in the
floods, before his favorite venues became battlegrounds between concert goers and the sea,
and before the remnants of both were swallowed by the ocean for good.
The islands had long been the recipients of frequent hurricanes, earthquakes, and
typhoons. To outsiders, the drastic increase in these events was little more than an obstacle to
vacation planning. Local government officials produced a constant stream of reliable studies
around the disasters, literature capped with desperate pleas for the cessation of the human
activities responsible. There were two failed attempts to secede by Hawaiian sovereignty
groups.
One disgraced president had infamously blamed the rising atmospheric carbon dioxide
recorded at Mauna Loa on the refraction of solar radiation off of volcanic particles. The analysis
of ice cores and fossils formed during times of heavy volcanic activity saw climate fluctuations
pale in comparison to those spurred by human activity. Other politicians vowed to save the
islands if elected. They didn’t. The Subcommittee on Disaster Reduction commissioned a
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memorial plaque to honor the lives lost when a typhoon leveled a Section 8 complex outside of
Waikiki, with plenty of room for new additions.
Hawaii’s environmental crises were soon swept into the chaos of the late 2020s and
forgotten, islanders left to shout into the void as each new storm washed away the land
cultivated by their Polynesian ancestors nearly two thousand years earlier.
Jack Johnson stuck around holding benefit concerts for a while, but the islands were
eventually abandoned by any person who could afford to leave, the songwriter included. The
Marine Corps moved their operations seaward after a hurricane breached the Kaneohe base
sea walls last summer, destroying many of the sacred sites within it.
Only native Hawaiians remain on Oahu now, those unwilling or unable to leave the land
they fought for generations to protect. They live in the shadows of dormant volcanoes and the
occasional defiant papaya tree, cultivating what is left of their birthright. TripAdvisor says that
those saddened by the Hawaiian Armageddon should consider vacationing in Tonga instead.
I return to the Volvo, where the old Jack Johnson sings optimistically about how he can
clean up the earth with his own two hands. I hear Martina humming quietly behind me as he
croons that he can also reach out to, hold, and comfort the listener with his own two hands.
She’s staring down at a photograph, running her fingers over the glossy paper. I turn to her.
“Is that your son?” She nods, displaying the photograph with a protective grasp around
its bottom corners.
A little boy smiles widely back at me, Martina in her public sector uniform and scrub cap
wrapping her arms around him from above. He has the enraptured grin typical of most
three-year-olds, eyes squinting and jaw clenched, lips pulled back to the full extent of their
physical capability. Missing baby teeth leave a gap at the front and center. His ears stick out
comically from his head.
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“I brought this to give to him if we got separated, but it happened so fast.”
“He’s beautiful.” I say, genuinely, and point at the side of my head. “I like his ears.”
“He gets them from his father.” She chuckles. “They’re less becoming on a grown man.”
She tucks the photo away and crosses her legs, leaning back against her headrest and looking
out the window. Jubilant music echoes throughout the station wagon, and I watch my mother
tap her fingers on the steering wheel. The skin around her knuckles is starting to loosen, the
slightest indication of her age. I don’t know when she started getting old.

Before long, the roaring of the Niagara River competes with the music playing in the car.
My mother turns it down, and Martina and I straighten to see the water. The river stretches wide
beneath the South Grand Island Bridge, dredging a path through elements of the shoreline I
assume were not intended for submersion. The vertigo I typically experience at the crest of a
bridge is absent, as the water laps the support columns of the structure mere yards below the
roadway.
Just minutes after entering the flat expanse of Grand Island, we reach the North Grand
Island Bridge. It crosses a stretch of river significantly wider than the first, and whitewater rapids
barrel down the waterway. Waves break onto the road, and nearly every inch of the four lane
crossing is left slick with river water. This bridge is open-topped. As we cross it I feel as though
we’re teetering on its edge, waiting to be thrown overboard with the next swell. My mother’s
knuckles lighten as she grips the wheel, forcing the car onward along the slippery pavement.
I exhale thankfully as we reach solid ground. The Niagara Scenic Parkway carries us
along the shore of the river, past the turnoff for the state park. A chain link fence bars entry to
the lookout point, and numerous red and yellow signs warn against trespassing. Beyond the
fence, the turbulent river digests elements of the park dedicated to it. I feel a pang of remorse.
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We were supposed to come here a few years back, before the park closed for good. My
mom planned a three day girls’ trip to celebrate the publication of a particularly time-intensive
study. She spent days on it, filling each hour with a different activity. Half nature, half city.
Something for the both of us.
We got in a fight the morning we were supposed to leave and I locked myself in my
room. We shouted at each other through the door for hours. I heard her crying later that night. I
cried, too, huddled in my closet so she wouldn’t hear.

After a detour farther inland, we reach the Rainbow International Bridge. Ahead of us,
Canada is obscured by airborne jets of river water and plumes of smoke rising from the
shoreline behind us. We drive cautiously across the river, and figures begin to appear in the fog.
The Rainbow Bridge is dotted with asylum seekers, some people in ragged clothing
weighed down by whichever belongings they could carry. Others are in cars with American
plates, either trying to get somewhere with better disaster infrastructure or hoping to restart their
lives in a place that’ll take care of them after the storm clears. The Canada Border Services
Agency stands at the end of the bridge, only one entrance lane open. My mother slows the car,
carefully avoiding the makeshift tents and mats that spill out into our lane. Many of the people in
the road appear to have been there for several days, at least. She turns to Martina.
“Are you sure you want to get out here? We don’t even know if they’re admitting any
more refugees.”
“No choice.” Martina responds in English, buckling her backpack over her chest. “I can’t
go back. I have to find Uziel.”
My mother retrieves two produce bars from her purse and hands them over. Martina
buries them in her pockets and opens the door.
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“Wait,” my mom is still digging in her purse, and after some time she pulls out a tube of
antibiotic ointment. Martina takes the tube and reads the label. “For your arm.” My mom
explains, touching her own wrist.
“Ah, thank you.” She steps out of the car. “Can’t afford to be sick.”
She waves in my direction, turns, and walks a few paces away from the car. Looking
back at us, she smiles and waves before disappearing into the queue. The Volvo rolls toward
the gate, my mother’s reluctance to leave our passenger behind palpable in its lumbering
movement.

A man in uniform approaches us, his flashlight beam reflecting off of particles in the air
and creating a halo of dust around his figure. Despite the brightness of the evening, he aims the
flashlight into the car.
“You have to wait in line.” He says in a pseudo-French accent, gesturing to the camp.
“Just passing through.” My mom holds out our passports for the man to inspect. “We’re
headed to Detroit.”
The man frowns.
“You are going back to the United States?” We both nod.
“Washington State. We have shelter there.”
The guard bows his head hesitantly, returning our passports and pulling a deck of punch
cards from his back pocket. He punches a hole over July 10th.
“I’m giving you five days. Keep the card on your dashboard at all times. Any vehicle
without a visitation card or Canadian registration clearly visible will be impounded.”
My mother takes the pass, propping it up against the windshield. The gate in front of us
lifts and the officer salutes us before disappearing into the cloud of Niagara mist.
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The sun vanishes beyond the horizon as we drive, leaving behind the usual glowing
outlines of buildings. It never truly feels like night anymore. Days melt into fuzzy, fluorescent
evenings. If it wasn’t for my eyeshades I’d never truly get a night of sleep.
The trip from the border to our hotel is two hours, give or take. Canada’s incentives to
realign the daily life of its citizens with patterns of natural daylight have taken effect, the streets
are quiet. The cars we do pass are leaving business centers and flocking out of each town,
likely headed home from work. They’re largely electric. I feed the most tranquil selections from
my mother’s CD collection into the disc drive, and the third album is coming to an end as we
reach our destination.
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V
London, Ontario sprawls out in front of us, externally mounted LEDs framing each
structure in white-blue light. The city looks like a scene from one of my dad’s favorite retro films.
The one with Han Solo from Star Wars in it, playing a disgruntled bounty hunter as always,
chasing down replicants. Bladerunner, I think.
We snake around the densely packed restaurants and office buildings as my mother
follows a series of signs advertising the Emerald Loon. Ontario’s premier green hotel, the signs
say, the envy of many other environmentally-conscious Canadian provinces.
Two bulky skyscrapers spring out of the mist to our left. They’re connected by
green-roofed skyways every few floors, each one piled high with native plants. Arrows direct us
to the tower farthest from us, and we follow them down a winding driveway. There are no
parking lots in sight, only a field of wildflowers and tall grasses run through by the paved
driveway. The scent of honeysuckle and clouds of drifting grass pollen fill the air.
We pull into the circular drive at the face of the second tower, passing a row of shade
trees on the south side of the building. The trees block sunlight during the warmer months,
dropping their leaves in the winter to allow solar radiation to warm the building.
Myself and a few classmates lobbied for the local government to plant shade trees in
Boston’s business districts as part of a seventh grade advocacy project. The city shut us down,
declaring the soil too thin and the air too thick to sustain anything heavy. My mother bought me
a consolatory red maple sapling to plant in our front yard, the only living maple in our
neighborhood. It died after six months.
The car whines as my mom brakes and we roll to a stop in front of the hotel lobby. An
attendant spots us through the front windows and the double doors swing open, beckoning us
into the foyer.
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The lobby emanates a sort of rustic charm, with maple tresses running up the walls and
ceiling and repurposed rugs strewn across the floor. Their natural dyes create an amalgam of
faded earth tones woven loosely together, simultaneously meager and sophisticated. Plackerds
hung on the features of the room reveal the source of each material used, and paintings and
sculptures are dispersed throughout the lobby, encouraging guests to support the local artists.
The front desk is a sculpture itself, its concrete base impaled by a rainbow of glass
bottles beneath the impressive desktop, a thick slab of recycled metals melted together only
slightly to preserve the different bands of color and density left by each component. An altar of
lit candles balances upon it, its tiers painted with purple letters declaring:
BEE GREEN!
SAVE OUR PLANET!
SAVE THE POLLINATORS!
SUPPORT LOCAL BEEKEEPERS!
BUY A CANDLE!
Nearly every furnishing in this room is for sale, save for the massive concrete desk. The
concierge collects our information from my mother and hands her an old-fashioned metal
toothed key.
“You’ll be on the top floor, which includes complimentary access to our rain garden. The
pool and fitness center are available to all of our guests, free of charge. The pool is covered
between one and two as well as four and five in the afternoon each day. It’s solar, so it has to
charge.” She fishes a floppy rice paper pamphlet out from the desk and presents it to my
mother.
“We have a restaurant on site, available for room service as well as sit-down dining and
takeout. All of our meals are fully organic and local, and the majority of our produce is grown in
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the second floor vegetable garden as well as our hydroponic center in the basement of the
hotel. We are a meat and dairy free establishment, but we are willing to provide you with a
directory of restaurants within walking distance that serve meat and seafood at your request.”
“That’s alright.” My mother responds, and the woman behind the desk beams
approvingly.
“You’ll take those steps up to the fourth floor. Your room is in the North Tower, where we
are right now. Room 412 is near the landing on your left. We have an elevator key available if
you require one. Parking is underground, the entrance is straight ahead as you exit the
driveway. Follow the arrows toward the electric-” she glances out the window at our station
wagon “or gas parking. If you have any questions, feel free to reach me here or through the
telephone in your suite. We hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us at the Emerald Loon.”
The concierge puts on her best customer service smile and we return to the car,
following the painted arrows into the underground garage.
We’re surrounded immediately by charging electric cars, and I’m wrought with jealousy
as we roll past a row of sleeping Teslas. The signs for ‘fossil fuel’ lead us in a downward spiral
into the depths of the parking structure, where the two lowest levels accommodate vehicles with
shamefully high emissions profiles. We park beside a Hummer, the first Hummer I’ve come
across in years. It’s been keyed.
We lock most of our luggage in the Volvo, dreading the eight-floor hike to our suite. I
scold myself silently for thinking about conservation efforts in a negative light, but by the time we
reach ground level in the narrow stair shaft I’m longing for the relief of an elevator.
“This place is pretty dope.” I huff.
“It is. Whole neighborhood is gentrified, though.” My mother responds, stopping for a
moment to clutch her side.
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“That’s everywhere.” I say.
By the time we reach the fourth floor landing our Bostonian wheezing is embarrassingly
audible in the stairwell.
The hallway stretches out before us, its bamboo floor cloaked in more upcycled rugs.
Skylights along the ceiling bathe the hall in reflected city light, and small LEDs blink on at our
feet as we trigger their motion sensors. They extinguish seconds after we pass them by.
The door to the rain garden is at the end of the hall, and blue solar panels hover over the
foliage throughout the courtyard. Room 412 is to the left as promised, and my mother turns the
metal key in the lock.
The room has two twin beds, a TV, a tray bearing a jar of tea leaves and a stack of
cardboard cups, a picture window outfitted with blackout curtains, an exercise bike, a closet,
and a bathroom. I dart into the bathroom immediately, assuaging an inexplicable urge to be the
first to explore it.
The room is small, harboring a stand-up shower with refillable soap, lotion, and hair
product dispensers. The composting latrine sits squat beneath a placard announcing “No need
to flush me! I’m waterless”. A cartoon toilet gives the reader a thumbs up in anticipation of their
obedience.
Signage next to a digital timer inside the shower warns guests that the hot water will stop
flowing after seven and a half minutes, but that tokens may be purchased at the front desk to
extend the flow time.
I relieve myself and turn the knob above the bathroom sink, prompting a mist of warm
water to push through the bulky aerator. The water ceases for several seconds, and I realize I’m
supposed to lather my hands with the bar of soap wrapped in paper behind the faucet. Its
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wrapper recommends that I purchase a bar or two from the gift shop to support the Emerald
Loon Wildlife Preserve.
The water starts again and I hurriedly tear the paper free from the bar, rubbing my hands
against it. I’m allotted twenty seconds to rinse. I dry my hands on a towel, taking note of a small
card that notifies housekeeping when the linens are dirty. The card suggests at least three uses
before requesting laundry service, but my mother and I will likely only use them once each
before checking out. We’ll use the same towel, at least, as my mother’s selectively frugal nature
dictates.
I return to the suite, where my mom is laying on her bed and flipping through channels
on the TV. One channel is a live graph depicting the ongoing results of a province-wide
competition between green hotels to achieve the smallest carbon footprint in Ontario. The
Emerald Loon towers above their opponents while the second and third place hotels hover neck
in neck, switching places as their guests turn off lights and run water.
“I got my money on Earth Mansion.” My mom says, pulling deeply from her medical pen
as she changes the channel. Her kidneys must be hurting. We land on a channel in the midst of
a Seinfeld rerun marathon.
“This joint never was funny.” She chuckles, leaving it on anyways.
Ten minutes later the television shuts off, and a message flashes across the screen:
Mount bike to recharge television.
20 Revolutions = 2.5 minutes viewing.
The message begins to appear in different languages and my mom turns off the screen,
yawning loudly.
“I think I’m going to sleep.” Her eyes are heavy with cannabinoid drowsiness, and the
darkened city and quiet streets leave me in a similar condition. I decide to rest my eyes for a
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moment before taking a shower, but I succumb to sleep as soon as my head hits the
sustainable pillowcase.

I’m alone in a one bedroom house, the kind of cubic home you find in a low income
neighborhood for the elderly. The middle of the floor is bare, rugs and furniture shoved
haphazardly against the living room walls.
“Cassie?” I realize that I’m holding my phone, and the screen indicates that I’m in the
middle of a thirty-eight minute call with my mother.
“Ma?”
“Cassie, if you can still hear me, board up the skylight.”
“The skylight?” I look up and discover an octagonal window of thin glass panes
separated by wooden detailing. The fact that the ‘skylight’ is simply a decorative door window
shoved into the ceiling doesn’t bother me in my dream state. It sits slightly off kilter, and I pull a
chair beneath it, wrenching it into place.
“It’s closed, what next?” I ask the phone.
The disembodied voice of my mother crackles through the ear piece.
“Get back!”
“What?”
With that, the window shatters. Shards of glass rain down on me, making way for a burst
of water that falls through the ceiling like a bag of bricks, crushing me against the chair and
spitting me out from the column of incoming water. I land with a thud on the slippery wood floor.
Terrified, I fight through the currents around my feet and manage to take hold of the
brass side door handle, yanking it to the left and slamming myself into the door, pinned by the
rising water at my back. The door flings open, and I’m staring down at a roaring river that tears
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through the gravel alleyway between myself and the neighboring house. Frothing rapids slam
against the foundation of the home, and I jam the door shut.
Realizing this was a moronic decision considering the swiftly rising water that pours
endlessly from the broken skylight, I turn and take the handle once again. It doesn’t budge.
Hip deep in the rising water, I plant my feet on either side of the handle, pulling at it with
all my might. Wait, didn’t the door open outward before? The water reaches my armpits, and I
release the handle.
I’m carried to the surface of the flood, and I kick helplessly at the top of the door as I’m
forced into the center of the room. I gasp for breath as miniature waves break out around me,
crashing over my face each time I reach the surface. By the time I take my final breaths, my
face is slamming into the ceiling each time I bob to the surface.
A single column of blinding light pierces through the cloudy water as it washes over me,
bouncing off of the bubbles that escape from my burning lungs. Desperate for oxygen, limbs
tingling and black spots forming in my eyes, I throw open my mouth and choke the water into
my lungs, forcing my eyes open as I drown in seawater.
After my demise I’m back in the suite at the Emerald Loon, staring up at the blocky
skylight above me. The lights are on, and my mother is hovering above me, shaking my
shoulders.
“Cassie! Your inhaler! Use your inhaler!”
I sit up and take the device from her, pumping it and holding the spray in my chest as
long as I can. The pressure on my airways decreases and I sit on the edge of the bed,
assuming the tripod position recommended by my respiratory therapist.
“How long was I wheezing?” I ask, throat still raspy from the episode.
“Don’t know, it just woke me up. Why don’t you take a shower? The steam will help.”
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I nod, simultaneously dazed from the hypoxia and wired from the albuterol. My mother
helps to free my hair from my braids and I shuffle into the bathroom.

Seven and a half minutes later I emerge, twisting Emerald Loon leave-in into my curls
and hoping for the best. I still feel unreasonably exhausted, but I lie on the bed while my mother
flips through her news app.
“What am I missing?” I ask, wondering if she’ll feel guilty for keeping my phone now that
we’ve been getting along.
“Hurricane headed for Boston, trade embargo with China continues, earthquake in San
Diego. Cyber attack leaves several Washington, DC neighborhoods without power.”
“Nothing new, then.” I say.
I want to text Isaiah about DC, and ask him how his family is doing. I want to tell him that
I’ve been working on my negativity, that my mom and I haven’t gotten into a real argument since
we left Boston.

The first time I went over to Isaiah’s house by myself our moms were both working night
shifts at Tufts, his mother Juanita as a nurse practitioner in the NICU. His father was asleep in
his recliner when I arrived, having spent his day in the garden, tending to peppers and greens in
the raised planters next to the house.
Isaiah and I sat in bean bag chairs on his floor that night, watching whatever tv show
was projected on his ceiling and talking about school.
“You just hate everything, huh?” He’d asked, referring to my vocalized disapproval of
something in the program.
“Not everything.”
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“Let’s do a game, then.” He’d rolled onto his side, the light of the projector flickering in
his brown eyes. “Before you talk about another thing you hate, you have to say five things you
like.”
“You mean roses and thorns?” I’d asked.
“I don’t know what that is.” He’d lied.
“It’s a game people play at summer camp. Ah, man. This is something from gay camp,
isn’t it? Clary taught you some camp counselor shit?” He scrunched his face, eyes traveling
along his eyebrows. Caught.
“Maybe.”
“I don’t need to be counseled, Iz.”
“Ok, miss well-adjusted, how about you name five things you like?” I rolled my eyes.
“You first.”
“Aight.” He said. “I like banana flavored candy, music, Romeo and Juliet, the one with
the guns where Mercutio comes out in drag and starts singing, I like you, and I like Japanese
gardens, ‘cause you can pet the Koi like dogs.”
“That’s bad for their skin.” I quipped. “They have a mucus layer-” He held out a finger.
“Aht, aht! No more negatives til you say five good things. Here, let me narrow it down.
What’s something you like about Japanese gardens?” I thought for a moment, picturing the
gravel path and concrete temples of Tenshin-En.
“The bonsai trees. I like how they put canes under the branches when they get old.”
“That’s good, what else?”
“Wildlife in general, I guess. Marine wildlife especially. I want to be a marine biologist
when I’m older.”
“Three more.” He said. I groaned, looking around his bedroom for inspiration.
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“Sci-fi, data, the smell of hardware stores.” He tilted his head, performatively batting his
dark eyelashes. “Fine, and you.” He’d grinned.
“I’ll be damned. Cassie Carter likes things.”
“Only six.” I said, blushing as I turned my gaze to the images on his ceiling.
“Mmhmm, and I’m one of ‘em.” He had wiggled his shoulders and made a sound of
contentment.
Later on his father stirred and we slid our bean bag chairs closer together. That way we
could whisper about the movie on the ceiling, each of us listening through one earbud. Our
mothers found us like that the next morning: heads together, torsos on our bean bags, legs on
the floor. Isaiah’s room is still the only place I’ve never had a bad dream.
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VI
I awaken to the shaft of light from the skylight, this time without gallons of floodwater to
dampen it. My mom is drinking tea at the window and sifting diligently through work emails on
her tablet.
“Good morning, sunshine. Any more night terrors?”
“Nothing horrific enough to remember. And no more apnea.”
“Everything is relative.” She replies, sipping from her cardboard cup and putting her
tablet away.
“We have some time, what do you want to do? Breakfast? Garden? Pool?”
“Breakfast sounds good.” I say. My mother holds out a rice paper menu.
The cafe is adjacent to the lobby, teeming with groggy hotel guests. Some travelers
cluster around a bar on the eastern wall and order cold-pressed juices made from ingredients
harvested on site. The fruit and vegetable husks are discarded into a compost chute, fertilizer
for the next harvest. Our orders were placed upstairs, so my mom and I grab a seat by the
windows to wait. She takes a pear from a fruit basket on our table and polishes it with her
sleeve before taking a bite. I turn to people-watching.
A group of kids my age are holding a photo shoot with their avante garde breakfast
orders and Emerald Loon merchandise a few seats away. In one corner a bewildered father
passes a wailing infant to his wife as she adjusts a feeding sling over her shoulder. She sucks
down a purple beverage as the child drinks, and her husband vigilantly tugs her feeding blanket
into place each time it threatens to fall away. An older couple sit together on one side of the
booth behind us. They sample each other’s breakfasts and comment politely amongst
themselves on the selections.
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By the time our carrot lox bagels arrive, the baby has resumed his sobbing. We wrap the
meals in sandwich paper and head for the rain garden.

After our breakfast amongst the thriving Canadian plant life and buzzing solar panels, we
return to our suite. My mother dons a flowy printed jumpsuit and re-wraps her hair. My own curls
are turning out surprisingly adequate, and I fold my headwrap into my luggage. Feeling
optimistic about the Canadian air, I tuck my Breathing Buddy into the front pocket of my bag.
“You’ll want that when we get to Detroit.” My mom says, slinging her backpack over her
shoulder.
“We’re going to Detroit?” I ask, trailing her down the hall to the stairwell.
“Around it, if we can. The main roads will be blocked off by the march.”
Detroit had become a hub of the Opposition in recent years, with demonstrations taking
place every other day over a variety of causes. The Washington Post declared it “The City With
More Tear Gas Than Potable Water” after the National Guard deployed units long-term to help
the nearly 4,000 members of the Detroit Police Department defend downtown properties in May.
Out-of-state militias are popular too, blending in with the cops and stirring shit. Sometimes it’s
part of their initiation ceremonies, sometimes it’s for fun.
“Can we march?” I ask.
“No, it’s too dangerous.” I roll my eyes at the response, though it’s exactly what I was
expecting.
“Aren’t we supposed to show solidarity with those less fortunate than us?” My mom
stops walking.
“Baby, I show my solidarity at work. They put my data on their signs. Data I can’t collect
or analyze if I’m dead in the back of a black van somewhere.”
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She hands our key to the concierge at the bottom of the steps and the double doors
swing open.
“We’re gonna sit this one out.”

The journey down the stairwell in the garage is less life threatening than the trek up, and
we find the Volvo pleasantly free from key marks. Perhaps the Hummer vandals thought the
metallic brown paint job was punishment enough for our eco-sins. We climb into the car and it
carries us noisily up the spiraling exit road, spitting us out into the blinding world outside.
The drive to the border is uneventful. It takes just over an hour, as no one on the
expressway seems to be in a hurry to leave Canada. On the more narrow passages between
buildings, the gravelly vocalizations of the Volvo engine ricochet over the road, the lone growling
gas engine in a sea of electrics. We pass organic cafes, outdoor gyms, and other indications
that Canada is attempting to become everything Los Angeles was before the ‘34 quake.
In each city we pass groups of refugees, camped out along the road and awaiting
housing placement by the intake offices. I wonder if Martina has crossed the border yet. I
wonder if Canadian Lawyers will really be able to recover her son. I can’t tell if the nausea I’m
experiencing is emotional distress or the result of my mother’s jerky Bostonian driving.
At the US border, a row of armed officers form a blockade behind a twenty foot tall
remote-powered gate. We pull up to the first officer, a woman with slicked back hair and a stun
gun.
Four other guards surround our car as the first takes our passports. One squints into the
trunk of the station wagon before joining his partner at the driver’s side window. He shakes his
head, and a third officer speaks.
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“Do you have any weapons, ma’am?” One hand rests on his holstered gun, the other
equipped with a wrist-mounted taser.
“No, sir.”
“Any plans to take part in the festivities downtown?”
“No, sir.” My mother repeats. The officer clutches the door of the volvo, his taser airming
casually toward us.
“Good girl.” My mother’s hands tighten around the wheel, eyes narrowing above her
Breathing Buddy. He leans back, lightening his tone.
“You ladies headed north, by any chance?”
“Somewhat.” My mother answers curtly.
“I’d steer clear of Interstate 75 if I were you. We have a few roadblocks up.”
“A shooting?” I ask, confused.
“No, outbreak containment.” He says. My mom squints.
“Outbreak?” The officer nods.
“Avian flu. Someone’s backyard chickens.”
“Hmm.” My mother responds.
We’re told to step out of the car to be searched. My mom requests a female officer, and
the woman with our passports returns to pat us down while the others watch. One dumps my
backpack into the passenger side footwell before rifling through my mother’s suitcase. We hold
our tongues.
“You’re free to go.” The first officer returns our passports and steps away from the
station wagon.
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“Welcome back, ladies!” Another officer shouts as the gate opens. My mother slams her
foot onto the pedal and the Volvo lurches away from the checkpoint. I wait until the checkpoint is
out of sight to speak.
“Assholes.”
“They’re just bored.” She says, “All suited up to defend a border no one wants to cross.”
“Yeah, I know.” I say, tucking papers back into my journal and re-assembling my
backpack. “Wasting our taxes.” My mother chuckles.
“Spoken like somebody with a job.”
I roll my eyes and put the backpack behind my legs, focusing on the pile of CDs.
According to my mom, I have six hours of driving to fill. Could be more, with the detours.
I settle on Plastic Beach and pop it into the drive. The first track begins to play and my mother
laughs out loud.
“Now that’s your dad’s music.”
“The Gorillaz are great! You should have taken credit.”
“Yeah, okay.” She says, taking out her med pen and inhaling from it.
“Can I hit it?” I ask, knowing the answer already.
“No!”
“Why not?”
“Because you aren’t twenty-one, and your kidneys aren’t failing.”
“If your kidneys were failing you’d be on dialysis like Grandma.”
“And I will be, any day now. Count your blessings.”
“Don’t count your blessings.” I correct. She coughs.
“What?”
“You messed up the cliche, it’s don’t count your blessings.” She nods emphatically.
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“Exactly. Don’t do that.”
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VII
Michigan’s back roads are largely untouched by the changes that have taken hold
practically everywhere else in the country. If you don’t get hurricanes you get drought, if you
don’t get drought you get wildfires, and if you’re really unlucky you get drought, which triggers
wildfires, which are followed by hurricanes that turn the scorched earth to mush and wash away
anything that the flames left untouched. No signs of that here, just the occasional putrid swamp
or downed tree filled with ruthlessly gnawing hordes of invasive insects. The roads are
atrocious, but my mother says that’s a political problem that shouldn’t be blamed on the climate.
The Gorillaz album ends abruptly, but I’m lying in wait with its successor. I slide the Tribe
Called Quest CD into the drive and promptly skip to the second track. I crank up the volume as
the baseline of We the People begins, and proceed to rap the lyrics to the first verse. I expect
this album is another of my dad’s, but my mother startles me by joining Q-Tip on a few lines.
Her memory of the song is patchy, but she continues to contribute the last words of a
verse every once in a while. When the song ends she goes back to focusing quietly on the road,
pulling mouthfuls of vapor from her med pen.
“You like Tribe?” I ask, shutting off the CD player.
“Yeah, I like Tribe!” She says, “Used to play this album all the time in med school. I cried
like a baby when Phife Dawg passed.”
“Did you play it when I was in the womb?” I ask. She shakes her head.
“Nah, I only ever had it on CD. And I played instrumentals when you were in the womb,
whatever my baby books told me would make you smart and independent and creative, and all
that.” She giggles. “It’s a shame their methods were so ineffective.” She’s belly laughing by the
time she finishes the jab.
“Great joke, subpar delivery. Better luck next time.” She snaps her fingers.
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“Shoot!”
I turn the music back on and we continue down the road, the constantly changing genres
of the album subtly warping my perception of the world around me. I’m leaning against the door
when my mother slams on the brakes, nearly sending me through the windshield.
“What the he-” I begin to shout, falling silent when I see the family of deer standing in the
middle of the road. They’re a few feet from our front bumper, but they stand completely still.
They don’t look frightened. If anything, they’re considering asking us if we have room for five
more.
“Jesus.” I whisper. We sit there for a moment, wondering whether we’ll have to chase the
animals out of the road, when I notice something odd about the second to last member in the
group. He’s a buck, but his antlers are half the size of the others’. A juvenile. One of his legs is
lifted and curled defensively against his stomach, an arrow protruding from the muscle over his
hip.
“Mom, he’s hurt.”
“I know.” She says, frowning.
“Can you help him?” She shrugs.
“Depends on how deep it is, but he won’t let me get close enough to figure that out.”
“We can try to catch him.” I say, grabbing the door handle. She holds her hand up in
front of me.
“He’d just outrun us and get injured in the process, and we wouldn’t be able to find him.”
She leans into the back of the car, pulling a first aid kit onto her lap. She unzips the top
and pulls out gauze and antiseptic spray, setting these on the dash and adding anticoagulant, a
bottle of water, and a roll of medical tape to the pile. She pulls two vinyl gloves from a plastic
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sleeve and puts them on. I unlock her phone’s camera as she prepares to climb out of the
Volvo, arms brimming with medical supplies.
“Cassie, he’s not going to let me near him. I’m only trying to do this for my own peace of
mind.” I nod, but aim the lens in her direction anyways. She sighs and climbs out of the car,
slowly approaching the family of deer.
A fawn with bright white spots and wobbly legs anxiously nudges a doe at the head of
the pack, but none of the other deer move. A large buck behind the injured deer turns his head
slowly, his menacing antlers rotating toward my mother. She stops, thinks for a moment, and
slowly lowers herself onto one knee. Mostly onto one knee that is, she’s balancing a few inches
above the ground to prevent covering her colorful jumpsuit in Michigan road mud.
She holds her full hands in the air in surrender and looks up at the leader of the herd,
waiting to see if she’ll be impaled. To my surprise, the buck lowers his head. Not in a
threatening way, he isn’t rearing back to charge, he’s bowing as though he’s preparing to graze.
As hopelessly confused as I am, my mother rises slowly to her feet. The buck steps to the side,
and she has a clear shot at the wounded deer.
“Oh my god…” I mutter, but I remember that this video might get attnetion and decide to
keep my bewildered vocalizations out of it.
My mother walks to the deer’s head first, combining her supplies into her left hand and
taking off her right glove, cautiously holding her hand a few inches from his nose. He touches it
tentatively, sniffing her as a nervous dog does when meeting new people. He’s watching her
carefully, committing every detail to memory with one velvet black eye.
“Okay,” she says, talking more to the animal than to me. “I’m just going to feel the shaft
of it, and if it’s lodged too deep, we’re going to cut the end off and leave the rest in, okay?”

Nicolow 46

The deer shifts his weight between his front legs, dark lashes lowering as he considers
her. She reaches out and taps the arrow, jarring it slightly to the left.
“That’s good!” She says, talking entirely to the animal now. “We can take it out! This isn’t
going to be your favorite, but I promise as soon as it’s out and after I pour some water over it I’ll
put some lidocaine on there. You’re gonna love lidocaine.”
My mother sprays antiseptic over the wound and places one hand on the deer’s hip as
she talks, with her fingers on either side of the arrow. She glances quickly at the bigger buck,
but he seems at ease with her actions. She takes hold of the arrow, then tugs it swiftly from the
deer’s leg, slapping gauze over the wound and holding it tight.
His leg shoots straight for a moment, tapping the ground reflexively as my mother jumps
out of the way, but he pulls it back into his stomach and steadies himself. The large buck is
unbothered by the seemingly painful extraction of the foreign body.
Keeping pressure on the gauze, my mother picks up the water bottle and bites the wrist
strap, spinning the cap loose. She holds the bottle over her other hand, pulling the gauze away
and thoroughly saturating the hole left by the arrow. Venous blood runs in burgundy rivulets
through the deer’s fur, but he’s unfazed.
She repositions the gauze over the wound, using a clean edge of the strip to dry it. As
promised, she coats the area thoroughly with lidocaine cream after placing the anticoagulant.
She adds a water-proof dressing over the ointment and secures it with medical tape before
stepping back from the deer, admiring her work as she snaps the arrow into pieces over her
knee.
The animal turns to face her and they stand there, in the middle of the road. Surrounded
by his family, every one completely still. Gratitude. In her patterned jumpsuit and elaborately
folded gele, my mother looks like some sort of ancient deer queen. No, a deer goddess. She
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looks like Mother Nature herself. Planted firmly in the soil but ethereal as any celestial body,
gilded by what sunlight filters through the canopy.
Some insignificant period of time passes and the deer turn back toward the woods. The
doe at the head of the pack begins to move, the others falling in behind her. The wounded deer
at their tail is beginning to lower his left leg, not putting any weight on it but moving it all the
same.
The herd gradually reaches the edge of the forest and my mother waves, standing alone
in the road. She looks at me, still in shock at the encounter. I stop the video and wait for her to
return to the car. As soon as the door is shut, we both scream unintelligibly at the top of our
lungs.
“Did you see that?!”
“I recorded it!”
“Upload that to the Cloud right now! My work friends are gonna lose it. And put on my
celebration CD! It’s somewhere in that pile.” I begin the search.
“I can’t believe that happened.”
“I know!” She shouts, putting the car in drive. I locate the CD and insert it, and Hey, Ya!
blares over the Volvo speakers as we leave the wooded area behind. Still giddy over our close
encounter, our singing is reduced to voiceless lyric-shouting.
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VIII
One celebration mixtape and a deluxe-length DUCKWRTH album later we’re driving
through a smaller city, aiming to connect with I-10. The area was recently run through by a
tornado, and it’s not difficult to guess what path it took. A string of toppled vehicles, buildings
with busted windows, and sand-blasted turf snakes across the street and over the flat land to
our right.
My mother weaves around a couple of upside down cars, passing a welcome sign that’s
been pelted by various projectiles. Rocks, bricks, and shattered panes of glass lie directly
beneath it.
“You know what your dad used to call this place?” she asks, speeding up as we clear the
edge of the tornado zone.
“What?” I ask. She smiles.
“Mount Pleasant, which is neither.”

We ride I-115 all the way to the lakeshore without coming across anything too exciting. A
few dried up crop fields and the occasional flood zone, but no hyper-intelligent deer or Argentian
refugees cross our path.
As we turn onto a smaller road, a fifteen foot fence rises up on our left. It’s an enclosure,
wrapping around toward Lake Michigan on either side of its interior. A Homeowner’s Association
sign is mounted in the center of the barrier.
“What’s that?” I ask, pointing to the perimeter. My mom squints.
“Crystal Lake.”
“Why is it closed off?” I ask, curiosity ignited by the mysterious blockade.
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“Probably a hazard, some sort of chemical spill.” she replies, pulling into a nearby
parking lot. “Want to see?”
I nod and she pulls her breathing buddy over her face, gesturing at me to do the same.
Looking down the street for any signs of police activity or neighborhood watch, we sneak across
it and stand at the edge of the fence. It’s chainlink, and vertical slats run between the openings
to obscure its contents. I press my face against the plastic, squinting to bring the lake into focus.
“Whoa.” I whisper.
A few yards of spotless white sand away, the aptly named Crystal Lake fills its reservoir
with sparkling blue water. The shallows extend for hundreds of yards, and playful reflections of
ripples dance along the lakebed as the sun shines through. We stare longingly through the slats
at the massive lakefront houses and leisure boats, each lawn manicured and protected by its
own picket fence.
A fishing boat cruises around the lake at a snail’s pace, overtaken by a glistening
speedboat that zips over the glassy surface of the water. Two swimsuit-clad teenagers are
sunbathing on a floating trampoline not far from where we’re standing. Some residents are
mowing the lawn in the July heat, while others sit at picnic tables and sip iced drinks beneath
colorful umbrellas. Several yards have inground pools, with pavers connecting them to the
lakefront.
The scene could just as well take place in the 1950s, complete with the high-waisted
swimsuits, backyard barbeques, and suburban homogeneity. Growing increasingly paranoid
with our backs to the road, my mother and I return to our car.
“Holy shit, it’s spotless!” I say, once we’re safely enclosed in the vehicle.
“You’re telling me, it looks even better than it did in the twenties.” She turns the key in
the ignition, checking the road for other vehicles, “That fence must really work.”
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Back on the road, we follow the shoreline of Lake Michigan northward. Every few
minutes my mother says something along the lines of ‘we’re almost to the dunes!’, but we’re on
the road for half an hour before I begin to see signs for the Sleeping Bear Dunes National
Lakeshore. They’re accompanied by postings about the ongoing containment of a pipeline leak,
but my mother assures me it won’t affect our plans for the night.
The road winds around Glen Lake, and my mother scans the row of houses on its shore.
“Just looking for a driveway to park in.”
“You can’t just park in someone’s driveway, mom, that’s crazy.”
“Half of these houses are empty, Cassie. They’re vacation homes, and nobody is going
to be vacationing up here with an oil spill at the main attraction.” I slink down in the passenger
seat.
“You’re gonna get us shot.”
She pulls shamelessly into a sloping concrete drive and through a clump of trees,
parking in the shade a few yards from the mansion at the far end of a cul de sac.
“We’d look less suspicious if we had the Tesla.” I mutter. My mom gives me a look.
“How could you say that, after all old girl has done for us?” She’s referring to the Volvo
as a ‘she’ again. I sigh and sling my backpack over one shoulder.

We’re out of breath by the time we reach the roadway, the summer heat and mile-long
driveway contributing equally to our physical state. We cross the empty street and walk to the
end of Hunter Road, its entrance simultaneously advertising the Sleeping Bear Dune Climb and
warning potential trespassers that they’ll be fined mercilessly for entering the containment zone.
We step over a pitiful yellow gate and begin the walk to the first dune.
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Hunter Road gives way to the Dune Climb parking area and the mountain of sand
behind it towers over us, casting a shadow over the empty lot. We reach the base of the
massive dune and my mother clips her backpack straps over her chest.
“Ready?”
“Oh god, are we racing?” She looks appalled.
“Hell, no. We’d both be unconscious two minutes in.”
“It doesn’t look that b
 ad.” I lie, eyeing the monstrosity. Despite the park’s closure, the
face of the dune is freckled with thousands of human footprints.
“It’s not just this one,” my mom says, stepping onto the first patch of sand, “there are a
few more between us and the lake.”
“A few?” I ask, following her onto the sand. She nods, and we begin to climb.
The slope alone might not be so bad, if the dune were made of something solid and
equipped with hand and footholds. Instead I’m digging my sneakered feet into the sand, sliding
back six inches for every foot I travel.
“Did we forget my inhaler at the hotel?” I ask, barely a quarter of the way up. My mom
shakes her head and retrieves it from the pocket on one of her straps, handing it over.
“Good looking out.” I say, breathlessly.
The inhaler doesn’t do much other than drive up my heart rate, and the final quarter of
the climb is agonizing. I’m dragging my way upward on all fours, stopping every few inches to
force oxygen into my narrowing airways. My mother seems to be doing slightly better, as she
only uses her hands every few steps to prevent collapse. I long for the stairwell at the Emerald
Loon.
Near the top of the climb, I spot an outcrop of trees lining the crest of the dune. Some
have made their way down its face, and roots protrude from the sand at varying intervals. I
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cross over to the roots, hoisting myself up branch by branch. My mother notices and joins me in
the trees, tracing my steps between the patches of razorsharp dune grass. Two children playing
mountaineer in the sand, determined to summit our personal Kilimanjaro.
At long last, we reach the top of the first hill. Several miles of additional dunes sprawl out
in front of us, each bearing its own treacherous faces and patches of prehistoric horsetails. The
hills are connected to each other through a network of driftwood-filled basins. I can see a sliver
of Lake Michigan in the distance, separated from us by at least a dozen dunes and several
miles of barely distinguishable trails, though I don’t see a reason for them when the sand just
slides out from beneath us regardless of its previous compaction by human feet.
“So, how long does it take to get to the lake?” I ask, squinting over the expanse. “On a
good day.”
“Two hours, I think.” My mom replies, still breathing heavily. “Four, if we take breaks
every couple of dunes. I suggest we move as quickly as we can, the sun will be down two hours
from now.” She takes a swig from her water bottle and offers it to me. I take it, grateful there’s
any water left after its stint as a wound irrigator. I swallow a few gulps and hand it back to my
mother, readjusting my backpack and shaking the cramps out of my legs.
“I guess we’d better get going, then.”

The multitude of dunes provide us with an opportunity to test drive a few different
climbing techniques, including sprinting down the back of one dune and using the momentum to
scale the next. This one’s a bust, as the sand swallows our momentum within a few feet of the
incline. Once we gague ourselves at about halfway to the lake, we decide to take a break in one
of the driftwood basins.
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The downhills have begun to destroy the cartilage in my knees, and my mother has been
complaining about muscular atrophy from her recent weight loss whenever she’s had the breath
to do so. We’re seated on a bleached tree trunk and panting like a pair of geriatric bulldogs.
Each of us is holding a granola bar, but neither has the energy to interrupt our labored breathing
with chewing and swallowing.
“I think I’m dying.” I say, elbows on my knees and fingers interlocked over the back of my
neck. My mom nods, clutching her diaphragm.
“Aren’t we all.”
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IX
The sun is getting dangerously close to the crest of the next dune, and we decide to
postpone our snack break. I shake the sand out of my tennis shoes and slide them back on, the
remaining granules rubbing unpleasantly against my socks. My mother fetches a polished tree
branch from beside our seat and shoves it into the ground, reluctantly pulling herself up. We
stand side by side at the bottom of our next conquest, and begin our slow and steady ascent.
We attempt to take the high road along the conjoined crests of several dunes, but
patches of grass and miniature sand avalanches force us back into the basins. Lake Michigan
presents a little bit more of its water over the top of each dune, beckoning us toward it. As we
near the shoreline, however, a breeze carries the dizzying smell of oil over the dunes. The
Breathing Buddies are ineffective in reducing the odor, and the restriction of our breathing is
more destructive than the nostril-burning oil fumes.
Luckily, oil is one of the many pollutants that your olfactory nerve becomes numb to after
prolonged exposure. I learned this by experience when a tanker capsized in the Atlantic several
years ago.
At long last, we reach the last of the dunes and find Lake Michigan in full view. The
waning sunlight bounces off of the plumes of gas over the lake, illuminating a massive
semicircle of black containment netting that pins the poisoned water against the shoreline.
The final dune is empty, littered with footprints and refuse but free from any current
human activity. We find a section on its face with an overhang supported by tree roots and dune
grass, and we decide to make camp beneath it. We smooth out the sand and pull a few woody
plants free, realizing that neither of us brought any form of sleeping mat. Luckily, our tent is
self-inflating, and the joints lock into place independently once we free it from its parcel. Any
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urge to stand along the shoreline or look for washed up fossils is squelched by the putrid odors
wafting up to our camping spot.
We sit in the doorway of the tent, kicking off our shoes and shaking sand free from our
socks before sliding into the interior. My mom gathers the clump of uprooted plants from beside
the tent and rolls them between her fingers. Each green gradient stem is segmented by white
and brown rings, it’s pigment concentrated between them. They look like miniature bamboo
stalks, fibrous and hollow on the inside.
“That’s horsetail.” I say. “It’s like 250 million years old.”
“I knew that, actually.” She smiles. “The Cherokee used it to treat renal conditions.”
“Hmm.” I reply. “Maybe we should take a few for the road.”
She sets them on the floor next to the tent wall and we begin to unpack our blankets. We
each hauled one of my grandma’s bulkiest quilts from the car, and we spread the thicker of the
two beneath us. Its individual panels are difficult to make out in the dark, but I’ve had Grandma
Kali’s work memorized for years.
The quilting began long before I was born, an age-old tradition that my great
grandmother dated back generations. She said it was vital to our heritage, one of our few lasting
ties to our Yoruba ancestors.
The quilts are immaculate, spun with colorful patterns broken by asymmetrical swaths of
fabric that twist together haphazardly to form one piece. The overlapping corners of each shape
give the illusion of depth, as though if you were to stare long enough into the deepest patch
you’d find yourself in an endless freefall down a batik rabbit hole.
They often tell stories or commemorate life events. The one we lay on is an ode to
Nigeria. Rolling hills dotted with maize, rice, and soya are framed beside grasslands filled with
elephants, jungles of primates, and trees heavy with jaguars and yellow-casqued hornbills.

Nicolow 56

Oguta Lake (now an outlet for toxic sewage) and Lake Chad (little more than a puddle
following the most recent drought) appear in their former glory, fish leaping from the waves into
an idyllic blue sky. I wish I could say these vistas sprung from my grandmother’s own memory,
but no one in my family has been to Nigeria.
Flights in and out of the country are scarce due to the dust and smog, the results of land
plundered by factory farms with foreign clientele. Most of the pictures on the quilt are
adaptations of my grandmother’s favorite finds on Google Images. Nonetheless, her pride in our
heritage was contagious.
We thought we might visit the year Grandma Kali died, but rebellions against
AFRICOM’s influence and the brutality of the Second Special Anti-Robbery Squad destabilized
Lagos and our flights were cancelled. My mom doesn’t expect a victory for the rebels any time
soon. The U.S. will keep its hooks in as long as Nigeria has resources to be plundered. The
Nigerian government has pledged to reform SARS sixteen times since 2015, twice in the year
my grandma died.
Grandma Kali was admitted into an elderly care center in 2035. She was beginning to
show symptoms of dementia, like her mother before her. Her kidneys were too weak for her to
subsist on anything less than near-constant dialysis, and my mother didn’t have time to drive
her to every appointment.
In the early days, she was more often lucid than not, but she was surrounded by women
less fortunate than herself. She had the same conversations each and every day with residents
who believed they were meeting her for the first time.
Her roommate was a 96-year-old woman named Ms. Adeyemi. She was believed to
have come to the US as a young woman, fleeing some West African country for fear of war or
marriage or famine, no one knew for sure. Ms. Adeyemi never spoke.
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On one visit to the center, I was perched in the chair by the window while my mom sat
on my grandma’s bed, going through photo albums on her phone and attempting to remind
Grandma Kali of the names and relationships between some of the members of our
ever-expanding extended family. As they talked, Ms. Adeyemi hovered near the partition,
staring intently at the quilt over my grandmother’s lap. Without warning, she crossed the room
and stood beside my chair, gesturing at the quilt, face aglow with childlike excitement.
“That’s Oguta Lake,” she said, pointing casually at the quilt square, “tomorrow my father
will take me fishing at this lake.”
My mother’s jaw dropped and my grandmother’s eyes lit up simultaneously. She
hurriedly scrawled a list of materials onto a napkin and passed them to my mother.
“I need these things, can you have them by tomorrow?” My mother grinned, relieved to
see Grandma Kali’s creativity resurrected.
We bought the supplies, and by the following week Kali’s Quilting Coalition was formed.
Throughout the nursing and rehabilitation center women gathered to immortalize their roots,
families, and life stories into their quilts. Some were misshapen and random in their
construction, but all were beautiful adaptations of the timeless work of my ancestors.
As more residents got involved, the range of quilts incorporated a variety of other
cultures and backgrounds, and they began to auction the quilts at the Cultural Center. Funds
from the purchased quilts went toward a full-sized loom as a permanent addition to the activity
room, a tool that allowed residents with ancestors from South America, Africa, Persia, India, and
China to explore their own textile heritage. The loom was overseen by two women from the
Navajo Nation. The Indian Health Service only covers a handful of nursing homes in the United
States, and Atlanta was the closest one they could get into.
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My favorite quilt was Ms. Adeyemi's. One particularly lucid day, she finally told the story
of her emigration from Imo State. She had been the bride of a very wealthy and very malicious
man who earned his profits from the area’s oil reserves. When business went south, as the oil
industry often does, his constant verbal and emotional abuse turned physical. Ms. Adeyemi was
thrown down a flight of stairs, bludgeoned, and tied to the foot of the bed for two days on one
occasion. Some time later, on one of his frequent drunken and sexually abusive nights, the man
finally pushed his wife over the edge.
Ms. Adeyemi waited until he succumbed to an alcoholic slumber, sewed the bedsheets
shut around him, and beat the daylights out of him with an iron skillet. She left Imo State that
night and never returned.
It was this story that led me to connect a particular quilt as her own handiwork. It was a
simple white blanket with strong red letters sewn over top. “Do not open,” it read, “Ex-husband
inside”.
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X
As we lay between the quilts, my mother unzips the top of the tent and reveals the starry
sky above the mesh. Polluted as the lake may be, the sky is clear and the pinprick stars twinkle
brightly overhead. My mother draws from her med pen before pointing it into the air.
“Those three stars side by side, that’s Orion’s Belt. See it? There’s his head, and there’s
his bow. He’s Poseidon’s son. Poseidon and the Amazon goddess Euryale. Orion has the
power to walk on water. Your dad’s Greek.”
“Orion can walk on water, huh?” I ask, trying to make out the constellation. “That’ll suit
him well a few years from now.”
She gives a melancholy smile in the dark.
“There’s the big dipper.” She points, and I nod despite being completely unable to find it
in the night sky.
“So, dad took you here?” She nods.
“Almost every year. We came here to visit his parents over the summer. I used to hate
camping. Missed it, though.” I shift my weight on the lumpy sand, still ambivalent about it.
“Why did you leave him, exactly?” I ask, knowing little more than that my father was a
basketcase, and my mother wanted to keep me safe from his unravelling.
“I told you, because he was getting all wrapped up in those conspiracy theories and
paranoia. I was worried about him. And if it devolved into full on psychosis, I didn’t want you to
be there to see it.”
“You’re the one who thinks Elon Musk is trying to kill us.” I say, and she nods, conceding
to the argument. “Did it devolve?” I ask, twisting the quilt between my fingers. She shakes her
head.
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“I really don’t think so. He had some crazy theories, but some of the things that seemed
so wildly off base then turned out to be true.”
“Like what?” I ask, propping myself up on one arm. She looks around, thinking. It’s pitch
dark in the tent now, but I follow the whites of her eyes and flashes of her teeth as she speaks.
“Like the extreme weather, that’s the reason he built that bunker. Also the war with
China, genocide in the border camps, coups, the rest of the twenties. You know, things.” I frown.
“None of those things seem all that psychotic, mom.”
“That’s because you grew up in them. It was always the extremes with him. And he was
getting worse. Lost his job, went off the grid, deleted every remnant of himself off of the internet.
He wasn’t building alien landing sites out of mashed potatoes, or anything, but he was getting
close.”
“Close Encounters?
 ” I ask, recognizing the plot. She smiles.
“Yep. We’ll have to see if Devil’s Tower is open when we drive by it. Wanna see the set
in real life?” I nod.
“Sure. But is there anything you’re leaving out?” She looks at the stars.
“Well, there was this little ‘Lizard People’ thing.” I sit up.
“What?” She waves her hand dismissively.
“Oh, he just got into this whole craze about a woman who said she was channeling a
man who’d been dead since 2.8 million years ago, and that he was telling her that humans were
dropped onto the earth by this superior race of humanoid-lizards once they deemed the planet
safe for colonization. Her followers think that when the world ends, however it ends, the lizard
people will realize the experiment was a failure and come back to earth to pick up their long lost
kinfolk. Only the ones who believe in their existence, though.”
“Then why’d he build the bunker?” She shrugs.
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“I think deep down he knew it was bullshit. And I’m glad he did. I’m gonna feel a hell of a
lot better with access to that bunker, with storms hitting both coasts at the same time. We can
go underground for a bit, if we need to.”
We lie in silence for a moment before a yellow light passes over the front wall of the tent.
I freeze.
“Shit.” My mom says, frantically throwing off the quilt and crawling towards the entrance.
“Cops? There were all those signs...” she shushes me and unzips the tent, holding it
closed and turning back.
“Cassie, I want you to stay here, and I don’t want you to say or do anything until I tell you
to come out. Do you hear me?” I nod, beginning to shake. The light grows closer, and I see her
silhouette projected on the tent wall. I watch it intently, dread growing with every passing
second.

At last, my mother unzips the tent and beckons me out. I inhale deeply and walk out into
the belly of the beast. I’m looking up at a shaggy blonde guy in his early twenties. He’s wearing
a pineapple-printed button down and a pair of Birkenstocks. My mother takes me by the hand.
“Cassie, would you like to see this man’s telescope?”
I’m too confused to fully recover from what I’d assumed was a life or death situation.
“Uh, sure, yeah.” I say, watching the stranger closely. We follow him through the sand,
meeting up with a young woman along the way. She has unbrushed brown hair and wears a
cheap purple kimono.
Their telescope is propped in the sand five hundred yards from our tent, and their own
pup tent sits against the dune a few feet away.
“I’m Ben.” The man says, holding out his hand. I shake it.
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“Marissa.” The girl adds, waving awkwardly in my direction. Ben is standing at the base
of the telescope, peering into it and adjusting the lenses.
“So, Nia, what’s your star sign?” Ben asks. My mom looks perplexed. “Like, what day
were you born?”
“April 20th.”
“Oh, dope.” Ben says, still looking through the lens. “A 4-20 baby.” My mom smiles,
shooting me a look.
“So you’re a Taurus, that one’s easier to see in the winters up here. What about you,
Cassie?”
“Aquarius.” I respond.
“Okay, nice, the water bearer.” He looks at me. “When I think of an aquarius, I picture
them in a planetarium, staring up at the night sky.” I nod, not exactly sure how to respond.
“Aquarius is a fall constellation up here, but I might be able to find it right…” he trails off,
angling the telescope and adjusting the lenses once more, “Here. Take a look.”
I lean into the telescope, and I’m met by a series of lights of different magnitudes and
colors. They’re beautiful, but I have no idea what I’m looking at.
“What does it look like?” I ask, squinting through the lens.
“It’s a dude holding a jar of water that’s pouring downward. Here, I’ll map it out.” I step
back from the telescope and Ben pulls out a fine tipped whiteboard marker, sketching lines onto
the lens. “There you go.”
The shape on the telescope is a series of lines that vaguely resemble a mangled letter E.
I spend a moment trying to discern how this shape could possibly represent a man holding a jar
of water, but eventually accept that I am without the skills for pattern identification that the
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ancient Greeks possessed. Must have missed out on that gene from my father. Not wanting to
disappoint the artist, I smile at Ben.
“I can see it, that’s really cool!”
“Right?” he asks, jumping back in front of the telescope and erasing the sketch. He turns
to Marissa. “You want to mess with it?” She nods and steps in front of the machine. Ben joins
my mother and I near his tent, watching Marissa adoringly.
“She can always find the prettiest spots.”
“Do you guys come here a lot?” I ask, wondering if the park isn’t as off limits as it
appears.
“Sometimes, usually we go further north. The Canadian sky is awesome for stargazing.
I’ve always loved this place, though, and we figured we’d come here and wait for, you know, the
shit to hit the fan.”
Ben is the third person I’ve encountered on this trip in possession of an incredibly
skewed understanding of climate change. We’re going to die slowly, over time, as the earth
descends into uninhabitability. It’s not going to explode, or anything like that. Even the dinosaurs
weren’t wiped out instantly by the asteroid, they starved to death over time as the atmosphere
became unsuitable for their prey.
It’s referred to as ‘death by a thousand cuts’ for a reason. The world as we know it ends
a little bit every day. The armageddon has come and gone for some people. Maybe people find
comfort in the notion that there won’t be any prolonged suffering. I find comfort in the facts.
“What about you guys?” He asks, looking at my mother. “Are you staying for the week?”
“We’re only staying the night, we’re headed out west to my ex-husband. He has a bunker
in Washington.”
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“Oh, damn.” Ben says, still focusing on his girlfriend as she moves the telescope. “Got
any extra beds?”
“No, unfortunately.” My mom says. He smiles.
“Yeah, I figured.”
Some time later, Marissa steps aside from the telescope.
“Found the milky way. You can see Scorpio and Sagittarius if you look closely.” Ben
gestures at the telescope, prompting my mother to take her turn at the lens.
“Oh, wow.” She mutters, genuinely. “That’s gorgeous.”
Marissa walks back toward the tent, sitting beside me on the dune.
“So, you guys really have a bunker?” She asks, tracing lines in the sand with her finger.
“My dad does.” I say, distancing myself from the request I know is coming. She surprises
me.
“I couldn’t do that.” She says. “If everyone else is wiped out, I don’t want to be around to
see the aftermath.”
“Hmm.” I reply. My mother calls me over.
I join her at the telescope and peer through. It is gorgeous. The bottom band of the sky,
just over the lake, is tinged green and purple. The color fades into a midnight blue, speckled
with infinite stars of different sizes and intensities. The milky way spans from the upper left
corner of the frame to the lower right, a band of nebulas and clouds of space dust lit up in
shades of purple and beige.
The center of the band is darker, and the brightest stars poke out from it in stunning
contrast. These hippies may be onto something, I’m beginning to see the appeal of laying back
in a planetarium, staring up at the night sky.
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We take a few more turns around the telescope, Ben adjusting the lenses to bring us in
closer to certain patches of the belt. Waves crashing against the shoreline below us fill the
awestruck silence with marine serenity. When we finally decide to head back to the tent, Ben
invites us to join himself and Marissa at their tent for breakfast in the morning. We accept.
After a short walk back along the dune we climb back into our tent and huddle under the
blankets, the temperature beginning to drop steadily as the night settles in around us. I slip into
a dream where earth is hurtling toward another galaxy, millions of people staring in reverence at
the night sky as we wait to be consumed by the spinning clouds of stars.
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XI
We wake with the sun, bodies aching from the uneven floor of the tent. Ben and Marissa
are already up, and the smell of pancakes and propane wafts over to our campsite. We meet
them outside of their tent, sitting in a circle around a portable green stove as Ben flips
blueberry-filled cakes onto metal camping dishes.
We gobble up the pancakes gratefully, and Marissa points out a set of tiny tracks in the
sand she claims were left behind by a porcupine that paid a visit to their tent overnight. I remind
her that porcupines haven’t been found in the wild since the early 30s. She just smiles and
displays a single quill she found lodged in one of their overnight bags, now tied into one of her
frizzy dreads.
We help our hosts tidy up their campsite, and decline help with packing up as our own
tent is so simple to deconstruct. Once we’re laden with our backpacks and the tent, my mother
makes her way down to the lakeshore. Looking for a petoskey stone for my father, she says. I
stare out at the body of water, willing myself to see the other side.
“First time at Lake Michigan?” Ben asks. I nod, still squinting.
“You won’t see Wisconsin.” He says, “Even before the smog, you couldn’t see it. You
might still see the Manitous on a clear day.” He gestures into the fog to our right.
“The Manitous?” I ask.
“Two islands off the coast. The bear cubs? You know the story, right?” Marissa asks.
I shake my head. She looks at Ben, and he speaks.
“The Ojibwe legend goes that a mother bear and her cubs tried to swim across Lake
Michigan fleeing fire or famine, depends on who you ask. One of the cubs drowned twelve miles
from the shore, and the other soon after. As the mother dragged herself onto the beach, the
Great Spirit Manitou created the islands to memorialize her cubs. He created a mound in honor
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of the mother bear, so she could gaze out at her children until the end of time. This is her.” He
says, stomping a foot into the sand. “She can’t see her babies anymore, though.”
“They’re just out there alone in the haze, wondering where their mom went.” Marissa
adds.
“Well, that’s depressing.” I say. Ben nods.
“My dad used to drive the little boat that took people from here to the islands. I heard him
tell that story a million times. People ate it up.” He sighs. “Of course, when the tourism slowed
down they got rid of the ferry and he started working for a giant high-speed one instead,
Muskegon to Milwaukee.”
“Does that one still run?” I ask, wondering if we should have taken the shortcut. Ben
shakes his head.
“Nah, Exxon bought the fleet when Line Five went out of commission. They wanted to
cut down on water traffic.”
“Fuck Exxon.” Marissa chimes in. Ben smirks.
“It’s too dangerous to be operating a large vessel in this visibility, even without other
watercrafts in the way. That’s why they keep crashing.”
Marissa looks wistfully over the shore below.
“I swam here when I was a little kid. Mouth open and everything.”
The wind pulls waves into the oil barricade, causing it to wiggle and bob playfully in the
water. My mother returns out of breath and with a t-shirt filled with rocks.
“Did you find one?” She shrugs.
“No idea, too scummy. I’m going to wash them off when we get to the hotel tonight.”
“Where are we stopping, again?” I ask, taking the rocks from her and tucking them
snugly into my pack.
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“South Dakota. Sioux Falls, they have all the 24 hour hotels.” Ben holds a bottle out to
my mom as she reaches him.
“Oberon!” She says, “That used to be my favorite.” He smiles.
“For the road. I really hope you guys make it to that bunker in time.”
“We’re getting an early start. Y’all take care of yourselves.” My mom says. We wave
goodbye to them as we descend the first dune.
“How far is South Dakota?” I ask, following her along the path we’d taken the night
before.
“Thirteen hours, longer if the conditions are bad. That whole area is a dust bowl.”
“Well then can I at least use your med pen? I’m going to be bored out of my mind.”
She smiles.
“Nope.”
We reach the parking lot well within the two hour mark, the sunlight aiding us in choosing
the path of least resistance. We stop only once, long enough for my mother to dump the parcel
of stones out onto a dune.
“None of these are petoskeys,” She’d said, tossing the t-shirt on top of them. “they’re just
a bunch of stupid rocks. I can feel it. I’ll give dad the beer instead.”
I’m relieved to feel the firm pavement of the parking lot at my feet, my calves aching
from the slippery hike. The driveway across from us is still shrouded in shade, and there don’t
appear to be any other cars blocking us in.
The mansion is quiet when we reach the Volvo, and the car appears untampered with.
We climb in, sinking into the seats and drinking from our water bottles. The tree above has kept
the car pleasantly cool, and we sit still for a moment before my mother starts the engine.
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As we leave the dunes in our rearview mirror, I wonder what Ben and Marissa will do a
week from now. Will they just stay there? Wasting away by the lake, awaiting a catastrophic
event that may never come? They seemed happy to do just that, watching the filmy waves by
day and looking out into the galaxy at night.

Four hours into the drive, we finally exhaust the last gas can from the back of the station
wagon. We cross the border into Indiana and pull into a gas station in Michigan City. It’s a
Marathon, and each pump bears a corrugated sheet portraying some cliched iteration of the
American Dream.
In one, a farmer poses in a green field with a herd of happy-looking dairy cows. The
layers of photoshop in the image are unnerving, everything appearing okay until you get closer
and notice the suspicious glowing outlines around each of the figures. The grass is copy and
pasted throughout, the same patterned cube of foliage repeating itself every few inches.
Another posting near the charging station displays what a well-meaning white woman
may refer to as a “handsome eclectic family”, a compliment my own parents once received
when they carried one-year-old me into a Shake Shack in rural Washington. A freckled,
alabaster mother wraps her arms around her Black husband’s neck, their green-eyed child
smiling up at them as they stand cheerfully in front of a spotless electric minivan.
My mother fuels from a pump decorated with a glossy print of an oilfield at sunset, the
two of us heading into the convenience store once the tank is full. A sign on the door warns us
against entering with hats, hoods, or masks. Two front windows are missing, the empty spaces
filled with cardboard and black garbage bags. My mom reluctantly tugs her Breathing Buddy
under her chin.
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We stock up on fruit juices, protein bars, and canned vegetables. The woman behind the
counter watches us closely in the security cameras, and I resist the urge to crack a smile in her
direction.
The checkout goes smoothly, despite a slightly impolite series of facial expressions and
overall cutrness doled out by the cashier. Minutes later we’re back on the road, and I come
across an ancient Randy Newman CD. It’s one I actually recognize from my childhood, an
album my mother would play as we ballroom danced across the living room of our first Boston
apartment following our move out of Grandma Kali’s house in Atlanta. I’d stand on her feet,
relishing in the piano melodies. Years later Isaiah and I played “Political Science” on repeat.
“Please tell me this still works.” I hold it out in front of my mother. She smiles.
“It should! May have a scratch here or there.”
I play the CD and “Sail Away” begins, Newman singing:
In America you'll get food to eat
Won't have to run through the jungle
And scuff up your feet
You'll just sing about Jesus and drink wine all day
It's great to be an American
Ain't no lion or tiger, ain't no mamba snake
Just the sweet watermelon and the buckwheat cake
Everybody is as happy as a man can be
Climb aboard little wog sail away with me

“Did you know this song is about a slave ship?” I ask, as my mother taps along to the
piano notes.
“Yes, I did.”
“Pretty morbid.” I say. She nods.
“Yeah, that was kind of his thing.”
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XII
Somewhere near the Minnesota border we enter the Dust Bowl. The term once used to
describe parts of Kansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, Texas, and New Mexico and then repurposed
around the midwestern Breadbasket now applies to virtually any state in the center of the
continent. Droughts have tormented the belt for years, and the occasional long awaited rain
storm only worsens the degradation of the soil. Tornadoes plow through the center every couple
of weeks, their winds stirring the silty earth and coating everything in thick layers of dust.
The storms are a nightmare for public health. The cilia responsible for filtering particles
of dust out of human airways shrivel after long term dust exposure, the particles then able to
reach and coat the delicate alveoli of the lungs with little resistance. With the alveoli out of
commision, it’s no longer possible to absorb oxygen into the body. The proteins and
macrophages necessary to clean the alveoli are often in short supply in the dust bowl, as very
little nutrients grow in the ravaged soil.
Before long, the breather has no mechanisms left to save their respiratory systems. The
particles are too deep to cough out. No amount of gasping alleviates the straining of the lungs,
and carbon dioxide collects in the bloodstream. Once it reaches toxic levels, the carbon dioxide
causes drowsiness, then unconsciousness, then coma, then death.
Any dust bowl residents with access to healthcare are provided with breathing
treatments and oxygen tanks for home use, but the tanks are just as life threatening as the dust.
One stray ember from a candle or a cigarette is all it takes to burst the tank, and medical oxygen
fires are widespread. Life in the rural American dust bowl requires residents to choose between
death by fire or death by suffocation. Sometimes people just get lost in the storms.
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We’re relegated to the highways as we cross this part of the continent, the rumble strips
outfitted on the edges and middle of the road are often the only way to tell if we’re on it at all.
Every once in a while a gust of wind lifts the veil of dust before us, and we catch glimpses of
abandoned cars and exit signs. Many of the signs are obscured with yellow tape, the gas
stations near the highway too dangerous to keep in operation.
My mom’s cell service cuts out somewhere in the middle of Minnesota, and the only
remaining indications that we’re nearing our destination are the occasionally visible exit signs,
counting down as we near the border.
We remain in good spirits despite the oppressive clouds of dust, singing along to every
album we both know and stuffing tissues into the vents each time dust particles find their way
into the car. My mother’s mood is lifted by her med pen, but the music alone elevates my
morale. Something about the cloudy windows turns the car into a miniature concert venue,
allowing me to escape entirely into the songs.
The setting sun makes the road conditions far more perilous, and my mother eventually
turns down the radio to focus on the nearly invisible pavement. We’re traveling music-free at five
miles an hour when a man comes hurtling at us from the side of the road. He waves his arms
wildly, and my mom stops the car. He approaches my window first, dark eyes darting over my
face. She waves him over to her own, pulling her mask over her nose and cracking the window
slightly.
“Please, ma’am, I need a ride. I’m lost in this storm, I have to get to my family.” She
keeps the window cracked, pulling out her phone.
“Okay, sir, I’m going to call 911 for you. They can come to this location and take you to
your family.”
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“Mom, we don’t have servi-” she taps my thigh hard, out of view from the man in the
road.
“What are you talking about, call somebody? I need a ride!” He starts banging on the
roof of the car, jumping frantically up and down. “I have to get to my family, NOW!”
My mother holds an imaginary phone conversation, reciting the exit number and
describing the man to the pretend police.
“Okay, sir, help is on the way. Just stay right here, because that’s how they’re going to
find you. Here, take this bottle of water in the meantime.”
“What the hell, lady?! Let me in!” He tugs at the back door handle repeatedly, but it’s
locked.
“Good luck, sir.” My mom says, putting the car in drive and speeding away, the man
chasing after us briefly and tossing the water bottle at our bumper before losing us in the dust.
“What happened to helping people?” I ask, surprised at the contrast from my mother’s
decision to help Martina without question only a day earlier.
“Cassie, you know damn well I have nothing against helping somebody, but I have to
protect myself and my blood. He was dangerous.”
“He wasn’t dangerous, mom, he was desperate.”
“Desperate people do crazy things, Cassie. I’m not saying he was a bad person, I’m
saying he could easily have forced me out of the car and driven off with you in it, or worse.”
“He’s going to die out there in that sundown-ass county. If the dust doesn’t get him, the
rednecks will.”
“Cassie.”
“His kids are probably at home crying, wondering where their daddy is! You deserve to
be out there with him, remembering what it’s like to struggle.”
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“Cassie!” The hazy contentedness leaves her eyes, deep brown irises constricting
around her pupils. I decide to cite my eighth grade social studies teacher in my defense.
“Ms. Walker said she always picks up hitchhikers, even the really sketchy ones, because
a world where you can get raped and murdered for helping someone in need of a ride isn’t a
world she wants to live in.”
“Oh, don’t get me started on Ms. Walker. I was in her classroom four times a week with
the PTA dealing with her defeatist bullshit! Stick to the curriculum, we said.”
“She taught us about real life, mom. That’s infinitely more valuable.” Fed up, she
swerves into the road shoulder, or what I assume is the road shoulder, the car screeching to a
halt as she turns to face me.
“All she taught you was to give up in the face of even a drop of adversity, and I’m still
wringing that attitude out of you.”
“I don’t give up easily, I’m rational.” The car resumes its rolling, my mother likely
remembering how late it is.
“Cassandra, you are one of the smartest people I have ever met, but you are, by
definition, a quitter. Any resistance and you convince yourself you never wanted it in the first
place. Remember soccer tryouts? Math and science center applications? And how about Isaiah
Price? You wanted to marry that boy, but he got into some meaningless ‘relationship’ in junior
high and you gave up.”
Here it is, the feeling that no breathing exercise or gay youth camp positivity ritual can
subdue. My chest gets hot and I grit my teeth against the rage as it climbs up my throat.
“I didn’t even like him that way! He clearly wanted space for new friends and I gave it to
him! Because I’m a good fucking person!” Tears well up in my eyes, my face burning with
indignation. “Besides, we’re fine now!”
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“You cried about him for a MONTH!”
“Well maybe you should start paying attention to the shit that goes on in my life ‘cause
last I remember I was stoned at his parents’ house breaking your dumb ass curfew to lose my
virginity!”
“WHAT!”
It’s too late now, I’ve said it. There were no pauses, just words tumbling out in a straight
line. A necklace sliding off of a table and landing in a tangled heap of metal rings on the floor.
My mother’s foot leaves the pedal. I reach for the plastic door handle, bracing myself to
tuck and roll. She slams on the brakes and I fling my arms over my face, inches from doming
myself on the windshield. The tires screech and we skid along the road, swerving as we knick
the rumble strip and center line. I’m opening my mouth to scream when I notice the parked car a
few feet in front of us.
The dust begins to settle, revealing the minivan as though it’s a mirage, an apparition
brought on by the miles of clouds of dust. It’s a silvery blue Toyota Sienna, a newer model of the
same car commonly found in Subway drive-throughs and suburban elementary school parking
lots. It has two bumper stickers and a dented fender. It would be wholly unremarkable if it
weren’t for the splatters of red and brown decorating each half of the rear windshield. My
stomach turns.
“Stay here.” My mom says, unbuckling her seat belt and approaching the van,
disappearing in the smog. The filthy air closes in around me and I grab her phone. No signal.
Ninety seconds later I’m beginning to see shadows in the murk. Alone in the Volvo, face to face
with the remains of two other travelers, I understand the fear she felt minutes before. I’m
nauseous. I don’t care about the argument. I don’t want to be alone in here any longer.
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Moments later, as if drawn by my distress, my mother reappears at the car door. She
adjusts her seat, checks the mirrors, and buckles in before she speaks.
“Nothing I can do.” She says, avoiding eye contact with the people in the van as we
rattle past. “They’re stale.”
The words echo in my head as the front of the van comes into view. Three more
explosions of rusty red fluid, all different sizes. The driver’s is the largest by far.
“Is it a family?” My mother tugs at the side of her headwrap, casually wiping dust from
her eye and leaving a clump of wet sediment on the fabric.
“Two, I think.”
“Jesus.”
My mother’s expression is calm and focused. It’s a breed of stoicism I haven’t had to
develop yet, something cultivated in the short walk between the operating room and family
waiting area. She reaches into the console and retrieves her med pen, holding it out to me. Her
hand is perfectly steady. We don’t speak until we reach South Dakota.
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XIII
It’s pitch black outside by the time we pull into the motel parking lot, the street lights
illuminating the particles in the air as though to remind us we’re far from the end of the Dust
Bowl. The check-in process is a fraction of that at the Emerald Loon. My mother tells the
concierge about the car and the stranded man, and she says she’s already received reports of
both. The fire and rescue department is overwhelmed, and the police are out looking for the car
as we speak. This keeps happening, she says. Everyone here is losing their minds.
Soon we’re swiping a key card in the door of our second floor suite. We have a view of
the parking lot and a single queen bed.
The chain hanging from the ceiling fan swings into the light fixture beneath it with each
revolution, tapping incessantly as we settle into the room. The windows are fused shut, but my
mom manages to tuck the chain around the light to quiet it down. We sit upright in bed, neither
of us even attempting to turn on the TV. There’s no exercise bike in sight, but the idea of
slipping mindlessly into the mid-western programs doesn’t appeal to me. My mother breaks the
silence.
“Why didn’t you tell me where you were last week?” I shrug.
“I wasn’t gonna be less grounded.” There’s a pause.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, it wasn’t a big deal. Virginity is a construct anyway.”
“Hmmph.” She says, then, “Did you use protection?”
“Mmhmm.”
“Well, when you want to talk about it-”
“If I need to talk about it I’ll talk to Isaiah. Or Clary.” She sighs and watches the ceiling
fan rotate. She has this conversation with other teenagers every week. She thought I would tell
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her something like this right away, confiding in her the way I used to. After a while she chuckles
to herself.
“You know, the first time I had sex I thought I had gonorrhea. Of course I didn’t know
anything about gonorrhea, but I had some symptoms.” She laughs. “I just about lost my mind.
Broke down and told Grandma Kali.”
“Oh no.” I say, “What’d she do?”
“Took me to urgent care for a shot of Rocephin. Your aunt was working, and Grandma
Kali told her to swap the lidocaine for sterile water. Burned like hell.” I snort.
“Sounds like Grandma. It wasn’t gonorrhea, though?” She shakes her head.
“Nah, I had a UTI.”
I smile and close my eyes, sinking the back of my head into the pillow before
remembering where we are.
“Speaking of disease, this is a Super 8. Probably shouldn’t be on top of the duvet.”

Fifteen minutes and a thorough bedbug check later my mom is tucked into bed, snoring
lightly and clutching her medical pen. Her hands are slightly swollen, skin taut over the back of
her left fist. I slide the pen from between her fingers and set it on the nightstand, tapping the
screen of the smart watch on her wrist.
It comes to life and I swipe through her homepages, tapping on an icon decorated with
notebook lines and the pink outline of a heart. Her blood pressure is significantly higher than the
last time I checked. Then again, that was years ago.
I swipe out of the app and lay on my side, listening to the woosh of the ceiling fan and
studying my mother’s face.
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She has three piercings on her left earlobe, two of them almost sealed. There’s a clear
daith stud nestled into the center of her ear. She got it when I was little, hoping it would help
with her migraines. She used to wear a tiny hoop in it with red, black, and green seed beads. A
gift from Isaiah when he first started his jewelry business.
Her left cheek is plump and defined, her broad cheekbone reflecting the yellow light from
underneath the door to our suite. Her mouth is open slightly as she snores, and her lower lip is
fuller and pinker than the upper. She has ever present dimples on her cheeks, which I didn’t
inherit, and hyperpigmentation at the corners of her mouth and beneath her eyes, which I did.
We have the same nose.
Her eyelashes are thicker and curl tighter than mine. Her temple is dotted with scarred
indentations from a bout of cystic acne in her fourth year of medical school, brought on by the
stress of residency applications coupled with the hormones from her pregnancy. She had never
had a breakout before then. My own forehead is perpetually bumpy.
My mother turns onto her right side in her sleep and I roll onto my left, pressing my back
against hers. I match my breathing to the rise and fall of her ribs and take in the eerie languor of
the sealed room. Before long, I succumb to the heaviness of my eyelids and fall into a restless
sleep.
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XIV
In the morning, we carry our bags to the empty lobby and follow yellowed signs
advertising a continental breakfast. We enter the ballroom side of the cafeteria first, an area with
faded red carpet and a grand piano on a three inch tall platform. There’s an old man sitting at
the piano, performing a choppy rendition of a Billy Joel song for an invisible audience with his
head tilted back and eyes closed.
A strip of rubber flooring connects the ballroom carpet to the laminant of the cafeteria,
where clear containers of sugary cereal line the wall to our right. Beneath the counter they sit on
is a single mini fridge, whirring quietly to itself. One round table in the center of the room holds a
pitcher of milk and a white dish filled with packets of jam. A toaster oven sits on a table in one
corner beside a food warmer and a utensil holder bearing a few sets of metal silverware.
There’s a loaf of pre-sliced bread in a branded bag sitting open near the utensils. I look at my
mom and she shrugs, making her way toward the toaster oven.
I find a bowl and turn the dial of the Trix dispenser a few times. The cereal crunches and
the piano stops. I nod toward the pianist and return to the task at hand, filling the plastic bowl
with multi-colored cereal. I pour room temperature milk over the rainbow spheres and reconvene
with my mother at one of the empty tables.
The piano man makes his way to our side of the room, stooping to remove a box of
freezer waffles from the minifridge. We watch as he shuffles over to the toaster oven and places
two yellow discs directly onto the shelf. He turns the dial on the antiquated oven and leans
against the counter, facing us.
“William.” He says, tilting his head toward us in a greeting gesture.
“Cassie.” I say.
“Nia.” My mom adds.
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“Not from Dakota, are ya?” He asks.
“No.” My mom sets her twice bitten toast down on her plate, “We’re from Boston.”
“Never been. Used to love Boston Baked Beans, before I got the nut allergy.” William
says.
“I like them.” I reply. The toaster oven dings and he slides the waffles onto a styrofoam
plate, heading over to our table.
“Are you from around here?” My mom asks.
“Mmhmm. All my life.” He says, “Lived jes’ up the road.”
I take a bite of my cereal. It’s stale, and the milk is slightly bitter. My mom sees my face
and slides me her second piece of toast.
“This place used to serve fresh fruit with breakfast.” William says, “Not to mention the
best apple fritters in South Dakota.”
“Is that so?” My mom asks.
“Sure is. Course, I might be biased.” He grins, “The apples were mine.”
“You grow apples?” I ask.
“Grew. My family owned Campbell’s Apples.” What follows is an abridged rendition of
William’s life story.
He was raised on fifty acres of land. His childhood home, a two-story farmhouse built by
his great-great-grandfather, was painted eggshell white with cornflower blue embellishments on
the outside at his mother’s request. She wanted the whole thing to look like china. The house
was called the Cottage, because it had pine walls and flooring on the inside and was altogether
a cozy, cottage-y place.
The Cottage sat on top of a hill in the middle of the parcel, overlooking the apple orchard
to the west and a christmas tree nursery to the east. A creek ran through the property and
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underneath the driveway, and sometimes the water table would get so high that cars couldn’t
cross the bridge. By the time William was in his forties and raising a family of his own, the floods
were near constant. This was before everything got dry.
William’s family would hunker down on the property when the torrential rain hit. They had
water from the well and apples from the trees, plus a cellar full of dry goods and candles for
when the storms got really bad. They would gather around the fire and play The Game of Life,
Blockus, or Uno and listen to the rain tapping the old plate glass windows. His wife would make
mini pizzas in the dutch oven, and everyone would pick their own toppings.
Smoked cheeses with chorizo and olives for his son, Zeke. His daughter, Eva, was less
adventurous. She liked plain mozzarella over white sauce and sometimes a sprinkle of oregano.
She always asked for pink salt, but only because she liked the color. His wife, Joanna, liked
pineapple, especially when she was pregnant with Zeke. The wood stove would make the
house smell like pizza, so Joanna would bake apple cobbler right after. It was the most peaceful
place in the world, according to William.
“Do they still live in South Dakota?” My mom asks.
“My son is overseas with his family. Eva is in school out in San Francisco, she wants to
be an Earth lawyer, or whatever they call it. Suing the corporations. I’m running for office
myself.” He says, producing a folded postcard from his shirt pocket and flattening it on the table.
It reads:
For Amber Waves of Grain
For Purple Mountains Majesty
For Fruited Plains
For our Future
Will Campbell, Republican for U.S. Senate
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The words are printed over a background of ripe red apples. A much younger William
smiles with his family in the corner of the postcard.
“Congratulations!” My mom says.
“Beautiful family.” I add.
“Appreciate you saying that.” He replies, wrapping his uneaten waffles in a paper napkin
and tucking them into his shirt pocket, along with the folded postcard. “Well, I’d better get.”
“Good luck with your campaign.” My mom says.
“Drive safe.” I add. William salutes us before disappearing into the hallway.
We clear our dishes and make our way up front to give the concierge our key cards.
She’s younger and happier than the woman who checked us in the night before, though we’re
interrupting her application of glittery blue nail polish when we approach the desk. She screws
the lid back onto the polish and blows on her fingers before taking the cards.
“Where ya going?” She asks, logging into an ancient computer and entering our
information key by key, careful not to disturb her wet nails as she types.
“Washington.” I respond.
“Never been. What’s there?” She asks, walking over to a printer and waiting for it to boot
up.
“Mountains and rain.” My mother replies.
“I’d be happy if I never saw rain another day in my life.” The girl says, leaning against the
printer, “If you think this drought is bad, you should’ve seen the floods.”
“So we hear.” I say.
“You met Will?” She asks, processing our debit card as my mother signs a paper charge
sheet.
“Yes, we did.” My mom responds. The card reader beeps angirly.
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“God love him.” The concierge says, entering the card information manually, “He’s a
really smart guy, he just has the worst luck. He was supposed to inherit that apple business, so
he never went to school or learned another trade or anything. Turns out the coal plant was
ruining all the groundwater. Nothing grows on that land anymore - sign here.” My mother takes
the receipt.
“So he lost the orchard. And that same coal company bought it after the foreclosure. kind
of ironic, huh?” She takes the signed receipt and copies the charge information into a ledger. “A
decade ago he got diagnosed with thyroid cancer so he can’t sing anymore, he had such a
pretty voice before that, and his wife got diagnosed with ovarian cancer and croaked out of
nowhere while he was in treatment for his thyroid. I’m not a scientist or anything, but I think it’s
because they drank the water. That’s why I only drink bottled water, and so far I’m healthy.”
“Thank you.” My mom says.
“Yeah, he tried to sue the coal plant for all of the damages, but they’ve got such good
lawyers. His daughter’s at this hippie law firm out in San Francisco, but she never has the time
to help, anyway we’re all voting for him, he’s gonna make that coal plant pay for the damages to
the city-”
“I wish him the best of luck.” My mom says, “We’ve got to get back on the road. Have a
good day!”
“Yeah, ok.” The concierge replies. “Enjoy Washington.”
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XV
My mother drives us slowly but steadily along the highway, the urge to clear out of the
dust competing with the fear of crashing into another abandoned car. I suppose yesterday’s
minivan wasn’t really abandoned. I keep the music turned down for the first few hours, dozing
off until the grating sounds of the rumble strip jerk me awake, then dozing off again.
Some time later we reach the Missouri River. The thin ribbon of water inhabiting its wide
riverbed creates a natural divide between the dust bowl and the active wildfire zone. The
second half of South Dakota isn’t bad in terms of visibility, and the only obvious signs of the
recent fires are the charred tree trunks sprouting from the hillsides. Bright green foliage blankets
each burned area, thriving in the nutrient-dense ash.
We pass through miles of reservations, casinos, and truck stops. A roadside cart
advertises handmade blankets and beadwork, and yard signs protesting the extension of the
Dakota Access Pipeline protrude from the dirt around it. The extension is unlikely to extract
much more oil from the plundered reserves, but it’s expected to pass.
Its bipartisan support stems mostly from the understanding that the water table in the
area is already poisoned beyond restoration, and South Dakotans would benefit from the health
insurance that accompanies work on the pipeline. Pre-existing conditions and all.
We near the turnoff for the Badlands National Park and my mother decides to take the
scenic route. When we reach the entrance we find it abandoned, the shack responsible for
collecting admittance fees boarded up and the chains over the gate cut through.
I offer to get out of the car and open the gate. The dirt road carries us along the plains
that surround the badlands, the little gravel mounds protruding from the earth in bands of red
and white bedrock. We drive through the center of the park and leave the Volvo on a ridge. A
worn wooden track balances precariously on little piles of sediment along one of the hillsides,
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most of the gravel beneath it long eroded. We walk above the track, trying not to disturb any
more pebbles. I lead the way.
“Look out for rattlesnakes.” My mom says, playfully tickling my side and making what I
can only assume is intended to be a rattling sound. The path gets narrower and she grips my
arm, using me to balance. In a few more steps we reach a rocky prominence that cradles a
section of well-packed sediment.
We sit in the middle of the flat area, eating soy patties and drinking fruit and vegetable
juice. The Badlands sprawl out around us, stripes of limestone, sandstone, and volcanic ash
candy-striping the protrusions. Brown patches of dried foliage fill the valleys between the
colorful mounds.
“They’re smaller than I remember.” My mom says, scanning the empty expanse. I nod.
“They’re shorter and skinnier. Because of all the foot traffic and then the rain. I read
about it.”
“Hmm.” My mom says, looking mournfully over the park.
It’s a place I’d always wanted to see when I was younger, flipping through pictures of the
Badlands on my mom’s computer. Now the landmark just looks like a scaled down recreation of
its former self, a diorama in some sort of National Park simulation. Neither of us have heard
anything about Devil’s Tower being reduced to Devil’s Bungalow, so we decide to get going and
finish the drive.

The wildfires begin in Rapid City. We’re welcomed into town by a Smokey the Bear
billboard and statue. The billboard reads:
The numbers:
1880-1930: 16 large fires
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1931-1972: 23 large Fires
1973-1999: 29 large Fires
2000-2014: 49 large fires
2015-2029: 106 large fires
2030-2036: 334 large fires
648,536 acres burned
Visit www.smokeybear.com to learn how you can help prevent wildfires!
The bear statue stands to the left of the billboard, the left side of his body blackened by
soot. I pull out my mom’s phone and take a picture of him.
As we enter the Black Hills, the forest fires rain ash down onto the road. The grey
chunks fall peacefully to the ground like snowflakes, blown this way and that by the wind before
planting themselves softly on the pavement. Grass fires light and extinguish as we drive by, and
great plumes of smoke rise endlessly in the hills ahead, curling into massive thunderous clouds
that roll down the hillsides and into the street.
The air thickens as we travel deeper into the smoke, and we tighten our Breathing
Buddies over our mouths. Even with the windows and vents closed, the smoke seeps into the
vehicle and our noses through gaps in the masks. The grass smells sweet, but the burning trees
let off harsher and more concentrated fumes. Cars zip down the mountain roads, swerving
around fallen trees and barely outrunning the fires as they lumber on down the mountains.
The main road is safe from debris, as those surrounding it have already been reduced to
charred shells. We pass a Little Caesars surrounded by fire trucks, the cartoon Caesar
character atop it holding out a sign that declares his pizza Hot! Hot! Hot!
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Stray dogs and feral cats cross the road every few blocks, some with collars diligently
sniffing around the parking lots and empty buildings. At least they’re alive, for now. We’re driving
through a yet untouched grassy area when the fire falls upon us.
Near the top of one of the hills a tree that towers above the others is engulfed in flames.
It could be a telephone pole based on the way it catches light, but I’m left with little time to
scrutinize over it as it comes crashing down the hill and falls over the road behind us in a
shower of sparks and orange flames. The grass goes up immediately, spreading the flames
across their entirety in seconds. My mom shifts the car into four wheel drive and we peel away
from the growing fire.
“Holy shit!” I yell, my mom remaining calm and focused as she navigates the changing
terrain.
Fireballs hurtle past us as various combustible structures and plant life are consumed by
the blaze. My mom leans into the gas pedal with all her might, swerving into the middle of the
road where the fire spills out onto the pavement. We’re skirting the edges of the Black Hills
Forest, the flames eating through acres of trees as the front follows us down the road. The
mountain roads that formed evacuation routes from the hills are obliterated, and a line of cars in
front of us barrels down the road, nearly rear ending each other each time an obstacle rises up.
We reach Tifford and the procession veers to the right, my mom speeding after them as
the fire drops massive trees into the intersection. We follow the locals east down back roads
until the fire dies down behind us, focusing its attention on the dwindling forest.
“You okay?” My mom asks, checking the dashboard for complaints from the Volvo.
“Yeah.” I say, catching my breath. “That was kinda cool!”
“Hmm.” My mom purses her lips. “We must have been in different vehicles, ‘cause...”
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“It was like an action movie.” I say. She lowers her eyebrows in perplexion, tilting her
head.
“Never did like those.”
We’re led through the backcountry to SD-34, a main road that carries us northwest
through the state. The cars in front of us eventually turn left onto Can-Am Highway, likely
planning to regroup with their surviving family members in Beulah. We follow the road to WY-24,
finally seeing signs for Devil’s Tower. The signs indicate that the park is closed, but my mother
is unsubdued by the warnings.
The road winds up through the mountains and several hours later we reach WY-110. As
we near the Devil’s Tower campground, the monument itself rears up from the hills. It sits atop a
mountain sprouted with trees, but they subside around its base and leave it standing alone in
the sky.
It’s just like in Close Encounters, a towering cylinder of hexagonal igneous rock columns
glued together through volcanic activity in the Eocene Epoch. Tens of millions of years before
the giant beavers and woolly mammoths of the Pleistocene inhabited Boston, great lakes filled
the flat basins of the United States and made a home for species of predatory fish, alligators,
tapirs, and rhinoceroses. Jungles teeming with East Asian plant life emerged in Wyoming,
where the then fledgling tower would likely have stood amongst giant ferns and palm trees. If
the state keeps warming at the rate it is, this will all be desert by 2055.
We reach the campground at the base of the tower, a KOA with hundreds of different
tents and clotheslines hanging over the field between them. A well rises from the ground beside
the main lodge, and two porta-potties sit alone in an empty corner of the field. The KOA sign is
draped with a white sheet, and spray painted letters welcome us to the Belle Fourche River
Community.
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“What the hell…” my mom mutters, pulling up to the lodge as a blonde woman in
corduroy overalls skips over to us. My mom squints and rolls down the window.
“Hello, are you seeking asylum?” The woman asks.
“We were just hoping to stay the night. We’re headed west.” My mother responds.
“Not a problem, friends! How about we park that dastardly thing in the lot there, and then
I’ll take you to an open spot!”
“Did she just say dastardly?” I whisper as my mother pulls the car into the empty lot. She
nods, eyes set in an expression of reserved judgement. We meet the woman at the lodge, and
she leads us through the bustling campground.
“I’m Melody, the community coordinator here at BFRC.”
“I’m Nia, and this is my daughter, Cassie. When did the KOA become a commune?” my
mom asks, trying not to offend its representative.
“Two years ago, the campground was losing popularity because of all the fires, and my
father bought the land for me. It was home to myself and a group of like minded friends at the
start, but we’ve recruited all sorts of people since. If you’re looking to abandon capitalist
materialism for an eco-friendly lifestyle and wait out the end-times, you’re welcome here.”
“We try to be plant-based.” My mom says hastily, clearly intimidated by our host.
“That’s a start!” she says, pointing out across the field. “We believe in food justice. We
have our own community garden just there by the river. The water table is really high around
here, so we don’t use any artificial irrigation methods. All of our crops are suited to grow in this
climate.” For now.
“Do you get a lot of flooding?” I ask, eyeing the brimming river.
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“Yes, when it rains. We don’t mind. Many of us come from the Dust Bowl, so we’re
partial to a little bit of excess water. Did you pass through it on your way here?” My mother
nods.
“Ah. Not a very enjoyable time, I imagine.”
“Not at all.” I say.
“Well, we’re happy to have you here in one piece.” The bloodied minivan flashes across
my eyelids, and I shake it away.
“You can camp here, by the river. We won’t get any rain for a couple of days, but if you
choose to stay longer I’ll find a spot for you further inland. Do you need a tent?”
“We have one, actually. Thank you so much.” My mom says.
“Of course.” Melody takes my mother’s hand, cupping it between hers, “This land was
made for you and me.”
My mother smiles at our host. I suppress a giggle.
“Well, we have dinner in the mess hall at seven, one hour from now. After that we’re
doing our weekly pilgrimage up to the tower, if you’d like to join us. Some of our experienced
climbers will be erecting a protest sign over the face of the tower tonight, a sort of message to
the rest of the world.”
“We’d love to.” My mother says, setting the tent down in the dirt. I help her to pull the
corners apart and it pops up independently.
“Oh, I love those.” Melody says, before turning to leave our site. “Backpacker’s
kryptonite.”
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XVI
An hour later we make our way to the mess hall. We search for Melody in the crowd of
communers, but end up taking a seat at a table full of strangers. A red-haired man in a dashiki
sits across from us, and I make eye contact with my mother. She smiles subtly as the man
reaches out his hand.
“I’m Andrew, are you new members?”
“I’m Nia, and this is Cassie. We’re only staying the night.”
“Welcome to Belle Fourche. I love your headwrap.” My mother smiles, tapping my knee
with hers under the table.
“Thank you.”

Melody emerges from the kitchen carrying a massive bowl filled with dinner rolls, and
sets them at the foot of a buffet table in front of a fireplace. Several other members trail out
behind her, bearing plates of chopped vegetables and hot dishes in mismatched ceramic
casserole dishes. Once the table is full, Melody addresses the crowd.
“Good evening, lovely people. I hope you’re all having a wonderful day. We’re having
oodles of noodles tonight, and of course we have oodles of mashed potatoes as well.” The
crowd snickers, and she spots my mother and I in the crowd.
“Everyone, we have two guests with us tonight. Nia and Cassie, raise your hands.” We
do, somewhat, and we’re met with a round of applause.
“Have the two of you seen the movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind?”
“Yes.” My mother responds, and the room silently awaiting her response lets out a flurry
of approving noises.
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“Then you understand the potatoes. We love that movie around here, and they’re a
wonderfully efficient food source for us as well. Alright, everyone, you can go ahead and form a
line at the buffet. Don’t forget, we’re visiting the Tower tonight!”
The crowd is surprisingly well behaved, forming an organized line that wraps around the
mess hall. We’re seated toward the center, and we join our table mates in the middle of the line.
It moves along quickly, and we each take a plate from a stack of unmatching ceramics. I grab a
roll, a couple tongfuls of rainbow carrots, and an unintentionally large pile of spaghetti. The
cardboard box that held the gluten meatballs sits beside the dish, its ingredients plainly visible
on a post-it note.
The next container is filled with zucchini noodles and a gluten-free meat-free sauce, as
evident on the piece of paper that sits in front of it. At the end of the table, I take a black bean
brownie from the pile.
“Great choice.” Melody says, beaming. “People get scared off by the beans, but you
can’t even taste them.”
“My mother makes some delicious black bean brownies.” I say, smiling.
“Well, Nia, I guess we’ll have to compare recipes.”

Our table mates turn out to be surprisingly pleasant company. There’s an older couple
who tend the garden and the marijuana grow room beneath the mess hall, safe from the floods.
Andrew’s husband Matt emerges halfway through dinner, a Black man with rounded glasses
sporting a Hawaiian button down. The two came to Belle Fourche after their free online
university start-up was acquired by a larger corporation for a less than livable sum. They stay in
a microbus that they purchased and renovated during their undergraduate years at UCLA to
avoid living in the dorms.
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A woman named Cathleen has travelled the country participating in direct action against
fossil fuel corporations, having decided to retire after her tenth arrest. She says that double
digits felt like enough of a contribution to the resistance, and that she was unable to afford the
growing costs of her probation periods.
There’s Joseph, a progressive protestant minister who brought many of the 900 people
from his dust bowl congregation to the commune to grow their faith away from the perilous
landscape. My mother gets into a long conversation with Joseph, telling him about her own
devotion to worship in her early twenties, and how she feels leaving her communities in
Washington and then Atlanta did permanent damage to her faith. He reminds her that worship is
individual and enduring, but says that she is welcome to visit his Belle Fourche congregation at
any time.
While my mother talks theology with the minister, a young girl sits across from me. She
can’t be older than seven, but she introduces herself with the poise and diction of an adult.
“I’m Alexandra, but you can call me Alex.” She says, holding out a hand and shaking
mine firmly as I introduce myself.
She’s Joseph’s daughter, and she tells me that her mother died in the Dust Bowl of a
pulmonary embolism after dust inhalation and stress triggered her clotting disorder. That was a
year and a half ago, and it’s what prompted the move to Wyoming. It’s heavy information, but
she delivers it calmly and with impressive articulation.
“Your mom is so gorgeous.” She says. “You’re pretty, like Princess Tiana. Did your dad
die in the Dust Bowl?” I shake my head.
“No, he just lives in Washington. We’re going to see him the day after tomorrow.” The girl
grins.
“I love Washington. It has all of the musicians. I’m going to live there someday.”
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“You like music?” My mother asks, wrapping up her conversation with Joseph. Alex nods
enthusiastically.
“Well we have about two hundred CDs in the car. If you have a CD player you’re
welcome to take a few.”
“Really?” she asks, sliding closer to her father on the bench. “Dad, they’re going to give
me music!”
“Oh, awesome!” He says, patting her on the back. “Alex loves music. When she was a
baby, still learning how to talk and all that, she used to just ask us to play ‘happy’ for her. It was
the cutest thing.”
“Don’t embarrass me, dad.” She glares.
“Would if I could, dear, but it’s one of my contractual obligations as a parent. Isn’t that
right, Nia?” My mother nods.
“Unfortunately so, Alex. It’s in the fine print.”
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XVII
After clearing our plates, Alex, Joseph, my mother and I join the group at the door to the
mess hall. Melody holds out a basket of wind-up flashlights and we begin to charge them as we
walk. We ignore the postings for the trailhead, marching straight across the street and up the hill
to the tower instead. It’s a forty minute walk, but it's nothing compared to our dune climb.
The hillside is speckled with purple flowers and skinny brown ghost trees, and Melody
warns us to stay on the footpath if we aren’t partial to ticks. I happen to be severely phobic of
parasites, which I consider a completely rational phobia to have, so I plant myself strategically
between Alex and Joseph.
The little girl is fearless, trudging through the prairie grass and kneeling to pick up cicada
skeletons and catch frogs along the way. I imagine the path filled with giant amphibians and
ivory-tusked prehistoric hogs.
The base of the Tower is encased in giant boulders, and we climb up to the vertical slant
of the columns, sitting along the natural amphitheatre that the staggered rocks create. Melody
takes her place on a tall boulder between the Tower and the hill, putting on her public speaking
voice. Her hair is braided to one side and adorned with purple flowers from the hillside. I
understand immediately why she makes such a compelling leader, her words booming
effortlessly over the crowd as she welcomes us to Devils Tower.
“As many of you know, this area has been the home of multiple native american tribes
for centuries. The Lakota, Cheyenne, Crow, Arapahoe, Shoshone, and Kiowa tribes all hold this
place as sacred, and if you look closely you’ll see some of the prayer cloths and other offerings
left throughout the woods. We respect their right to this land, and are happy that they allow us to
share this place with them.” She leans down to pick up a water bottle and drinks, smiling with
her eyes at my mother and I as she prepares to continue her speech.
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“Each tribe has a different story, or four,” the crowd laughs in understanding, “about the
origin of the Devils Tower. It has long been a place of worship and ceremonies, including those
of healing, vision quests, and, for the Lakota people, worship of the Great Mystery, the essence
of their religion. The Lakota Tribe have been coming here since at least 1816, and they hold
sacred Sun Dances here at the Tower. During a Sun Dance, young men undergo fasting and
other forms of personal sacrifice to heal the group. Their suffering alleviates the suffering of
nature, and of the universe. The Lakotas call our Belle Fourche River the ‘Sun Dance River’ for
this reason.”
“As you know, we tell one of the origin stories of the Devil’s Tower each time we visit it.
Today, we will tell the story of the Kiowa people. Though this tribe traveled south many years
ago, they keep this story alive in each new generation. It’s because of this story that the Kiowa
call the butte the “Grizzly Bear’s Lodge”, but I won’t spoil it any further.”
She pulls a folded sheet of paper from the front pocket of her overalls and smooths it
out, scanning the text.
“I don’t want to mess it up.” She says, earning another chuckle from the crowd. She
breathes in deeply.
“The Kiowas once camped on a river surrounded by giant bears. That’s the Belle
Fourche, our river. One day, seven Kiowa girls were playing in the forest on the outskirts of the
village. A pack of bears noticed the girls, and began to chase after them. The girls ran as fast as
they could for the village, but the bears were gaining on them. They were terrified, unable to get
the attention of the hunters and with nowhere to hide. They stood upon a low rock, and one of
the girls prayed to it. She begged the rock to carry them away from the ravenous bears.The rock
heard them, and it began to lift the girls into the air.”
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“As it rose, the bears tried to climb it, leaving long claw marks all the way down its sides.
Even as the rock towered toward the sky, the giant claws reached its summit. The rock hid the
girls in the sky, and they were finally safe. When the villagers came looking for the girls, they
found a giant tower of rock marked with scratches from the predators. The girls were nowhere in
sight. They weren’t gone forever, just hidden. Some of you may have seen them, if you’ve
stayed with us in the winter time. They’re the seven pleiades stars, and they look down on us
from straight above the rock that saved them.”
The crowd gives Melody a round of applause, and she bows theatrically from her own
tall rock.
“Now, before we get to the main attraction, I wanted to add one more little anecdote in
for you all. It’s from the Cheyenne tribe, and I think it’s especially poignant now, with all that’s
going on in our country. It’s a story from Sweet Medicine, a Cheyenne hero who brought them
the four sacred arrows and founded many of the pillars of their society, including their laws and
ceremonies. Sweet Medicine died in a hut by the Bear’s Lodge, that’s the tower, and when he
was on his deathbed he told a harrowing prophecy to his people. He warned of the arrival of the
horse, and the end of the ways of the buffalo.”
“He told his people that slick, split-hooved animals, cows, would arrive to the plains, and
told them that they would have to learn to hunt these animals as they had the buffalo. He also
said that the white men would arrive, Earth Men who could fly above the ground, turn thunder
into energy, and dig deep into the earth, draining it until it was dead. I find that especially
relevant now, with the pipeline expansion and the droughts that we ourselves have witnessed in
recent years. We are proud here at Belle Fourche to be a people that do not waste electricity, or
drill into the earth, or drain it of its resources. We hope that the rest of our society will learn from
us, before it’s too late.”
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The crowd falls silent, sitting in the shadow of the Bear’s Lodge and looking out over the
hills below.
“Okay, on that note, I think we’re all ready for a little science fiction. Matthew?”
Matt scrambles down the boulders, joining Melody at the edge of the hill. He pulls out a
car battery, likely from one of the cars driven by members prior to their adoption of the
communal lifestyle. He attaches a cable to each side of the battery and plugs it into a projector.
Steven Spielberg’s name flashes onto the Tower, and everyone turns to face it, taking more
comfortable positions on the rocks. Some are cradled between them, others lounging on flat
areas. My mother and I lean against a wide boulder near the base of the Tower, still sitting
beside Alex and her father. The movie begins.
Throughout Close Encounters, commune members shout the lines as they’re spoken.
Among them are: “you can’t fool us by agreeing with us!” and “He says the sun came out last
night. He says it sang to him”. The line: “Dad, after this, can we throw dirt in my w
 indow?!” earns
a particularly rousing chant from the crowd.
When the movie ends, the group heads back down the mountain. My mother and I are in
the lead this time, with Alex dragging us hurriedly back to the campsite. Melody catches up with
us, lugging the projector along with her.
“So, what do you think of us?” She asks, treading effortlessly down the sloping hill.
“Thinking about sticking around?”
“We’ve had a wonderful time, Melody. I’m afraid we’re still headed to Washington in the
morning, but we’re significantly more reluctant to leave you guys.”
“You know, Nia, I’ll take it. Your reluctance speaks volumes. Choosing the place you
want to spend the end of your life is a huge decision, I know that, but you’re always welcome
here if you find yourself missing Belle Fourche.” Does my mom look that old to her?
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“I’ll remember that.” My mom replies.

Back at the campground, Joseph convinces Alex to wait until morning to go through the
CDs. I’m relieved, feeling more ready than ever to snuggle into the quilts. As we lay in the tent,
we listen to the commotion of the other campers as they settle in for the night. The air is filled
with music, laughter, and an intense smell of burning weed. My mother elects to open the top of
the tent, hoping the contact high will prevent her from wasting the battery on her med pen. She
may be suited for communal living after all.
I lay back and watch the crowns of two ponderosa pines swaying overhead, their longest
branches nearly colliding each time the trunks bend toward each other in the wind. The deep
blue sky and dark green clusters of pine needles give the night a distinctly pacific northwest
ambience.
“Do you have any pictures of Dad?” I ask.
“Mmhmm.” My mother replies. “You’ve seen all of them, though.”
“Do you have any with you, I mean.” I say.
“Yeah.” She props herself up on her elbow and unzips her purse, opening her wallet and
sliding a folded piece of glossy paper from behind her driver’s license.
“I didn’t know you kept that there.” I say, taking the picture. She shrugs.
In the picture, my mother wears a burnt orange sundress and holds one of my hands. I’m
about two years old, in a frilly yellow dress with a matching hair bow and bright red rain boots.
I’m grinning, and my other hand is in my father’s. He stands to my mom’s right, his left arm
draped around her shoulders. He looks the same as he has in every picture I’ve seen, with
shoulder-length brown hair tucked under a bandana and a well-kept beard. Grandma Kali used
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to say he looked like white Jesus, and the sandals he’s wearing in this photo only dial up the
resemblance.
My mom is beaming, the sun warming her bare shoulders and reflecting off of the metal
clips in her hair. She has her passion twists swept up into a loose bun, hoop earrings dangling
to her shoulders. She’s had her hair cropped close to her scalp for over a decade.
“I like your hair here.” I say, holding the photo where we can both see it.
“You like my twists?” She asks.
“Yeah, I’d wear them down, though. I want my hair to here. Like thirty inches.” I tap my
stomach below my ribs.
“These were long.” My mom says, taking the photo and inspecting it more closely.
“Took hours to put in, and they lasted about a week. You kept on yanking them
whenever I held you so I put them up til Grandma could get them out. Had my scalp all kinds of
irritated.” I chuckle.
“My bad. Guess I was jealous.” She smiles and looks at the photo a moment longer
before handing it back to me.
I roll onto my side and take it in, memorizing all of the details. I try to imagine myself
standing there in the sun-dappled meadow between my smiling parents, rain boots still wet from
puddle jumping. Jubilant, more than willing to cooperate with the photographer, likely looking
forward to whatever movie my parents promised to put on when we got home. I tuck the photo
back into my mother’s wallet before I fall asleep.

In my dreams, I’m lying down at the base of the Bear’s Lodge.
I close my eyes, letting the world around me absorb my consciousness. I can feel the
ground that holds me up, the wind that carries the scents of offerings of herbs down from the
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trees, and I can see the light from the stars through my eyelids. I’m overcome by the sensation
of lifting into the air, gripping tightly around the boulders beneath me as we shoot upward. We
come to rest, and I open my eyes.
I’m at the summit of the butte, face to face with the seven pleiades stars. They grow ever
brighter, and I half expect the seven girls to appear before me, drifting down onto the flat top of
the tower. Instead, the lights begin to spin, multiplying and changing colors, flashing orange and
yellow and purple as they approach. Tones ring out from the lights, echoing over the empty
plains around me.
The mothership takes form overhead, emitting a column of blinding orange light from an
opening at the center of its conic underbelly. I walk toward the center of the tower, dazed by the
intensity of the light. Looking straight up into the ship, I see a flurry of tiny figures surrounding a
lone, taller figure at the center of the opening. I throw a hand over my eyes, squinting into the
light. T
 he alien leader? Richard Dreyfus? God? Dad? The figure comes into focus. It’s the
smiling 49th President of the United States, his withered arms outstretched. Ugh. I cover my
eyes again and will myself to another location within the dreamscape.
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XVIII
“Cassie!” My mom is shaking me, and I open my eyes to the sun streaming through the
open roof of the tent. “Come on, get up. It’s hippie breakfast time.”
I roll out from beneath the quilts and dress myself, feeling renewed by the fresh linens.
My lungs are unperturbed after their night along the Belle Fourche, soothed by the mountain air.
I decide to forgo my inhaler for the first morning in months. We march over to the mess hall and
sit at the same table as before, Alex running over with a plate of french toast and strawberries.
I get up to follow my mother to the buffet, asking Alex to save our seats. She agrees.
We pile our plates high with vegan breakfast food, me topping my crepes with fresh fruit
and coconut cream while my mother goes for the savory tofu omelette and soysage links. We
return to our table and dig in, hardly noticing as other members join us at the table and greet
one another.
After breakfast, I take Alex to the car while my mom lags behind with Joseph, likely
talking about spirituality and parenthood and other adult things. Alex picks out her CDs,
recognizing nearly half of my mother’s collection, and rushes over to her father to show him her
new digs.
“Magnetic Fields! Good choice, Alex.” He flips through the remainder of her picks. “I
don’t know much about hip hop, but I’m excited to learn!”
We say our goodbyes, Alex begging us to come back soon. I tell her we’ll do our best.
Melody spots us as we load up the car and carries over an expandable canteen of well
water.
“For you.” She says, presenting it to my mother.
“Thank you so much Melody, for everything.” The woman smiles brightly.
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“Aw, bring it in you guys.” We hug her, and she reminds us that we’re always welcome at
Belle Fourche. I’m climbing into the car when I remember I haven’t complimented her after her
speech.
“I liked your story yesterday.”
“Thanks Cassie.” She says, then cocks her head. “But it wasn’t mine.”
“You told it beautifully.” My mother says.
“Thank you, kindly.” Melody smiles, “Be safe out there. Until we meet again!”
“We will.” I say, sliding into the Volvo and closing the door. She waves as we drive off,
rounding the Grizzly Bear’s Lodge and its flowered prairie toward the main road. As we reach
the opposite side of the outcropping, the project of the Belle Fourche climbers comes into view.
The banner covers the western face of the Tower, bright red letters standing out from the fabric.
They’re in Chinese.
“Do you speak Mandarin?” I ask my mother, squinting at the characters.
“Nope. Latin, Spanish. Mo gbọ́ èdè Yorùbá díẹ̀.”
“Hmm.” I take a picture of the banner as we drive away, the butte and its signage
disappearing behind the last of the Black Hills.

As we drive through Big Sky Country, unhindered except by the occasional unfinished
road work or smoldering wildfire, we listen to Kingsley Bucknor. He isn’t an artist either my
mother or I know about, and she has no idea why the CD is in her car, but the picture of
Kingsley leaning against a wicker chair that holds a large stuffed teddy bear with a crimson bow
tie on the cover sells us both.
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The album, Just U and Me, is a 2017 repress of a 1985 original filled with funky electric
tracks and distinctly eighties beats. Kingsley’s smooth vocals are spread over top, the artist
singing about good times and keepin’ on luvin’ hot. I read the insert aloud as we drive.
“Nigeria’s Kingsley Bucknor’s ‘Just U and Me’ LP gets the long-awaited reissue
treatment. After cutting his teeth playing with Fela in the 70’s and releasing two afrobeat LP’s
Kingsley travelled the globe before finding himself in London, it’s here that he laid down 6
distinctive electro-funk tunes inspired by African rhythms and music he’d heard through his
travels in the States and in Europe. Originally issued on Kingsley's own KAB records in ’85 and
according to Kingsley the release was well received at the time, but due to constraints of
international marketing the record remained mostly unknown outside of his homeland.
Fast-forward to 2017 and the stage is set for a new global audience to appreciate the distinct
sound of KB.” My mom looks perplexed by the rambling blurb.
“It has to be Grandma Kali’s. I don’t know how it got into my car and I don’t know how
I’ve never heard it, but this is right up her alley.”
“I like it.” I say, bobbing my head to the sunny tracks as we drive to Missoula. My mother
joins in, taking her hands off of the wheel to snap and clap when the songs call for it. By the end
of the last track on the EP, we’ve turned the music up so high that the Volvo speakers are
crackling with malcontent.
It’s an eight hour drive from the Montana border to our hotel in Missoula. Four albums
into our travels, I give up on music and decide to take a nap. I wake up in Drummond, an hour
away from our destination.
“What’d I miss.”
“Casinos, mostly. And I got gas.” I feign shock, gasping loudly.
“Without me?” She laughs to herself, shaking her head.
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The fires start again around Clinton, but the valley created by the mountain road protects
us from the smoke. It swirls overhead, pouring out from the trees and forming an arc above the
valley. We drive past a church where a group of people are standing in the parking lot, taking
pictures of the flames as they swallow the mountaintops. I feel the urge to check my own phone,
remembering I’m still grounded. The claustrophobia of the disconnect has worn away since the
drive began, and I’m somewhat relieved by the absence of depressing news articles and
enviable posts. Still, I want to talk to Iz.
The grass between the lanes of the highway is singed brown, evidently having been paid
a visit by previous wildfires. Another Smokey Bear presides over the town from the roof of the
Clinton Fire Department, presumably looking out for negligent citizens to whack with his giant
shovel. This version of Smokey is shirtless, complete with hairy bear pecs and accompanying
beer gut.
As the road weaves through the mountains, my mother becomes increasingly reliant on
her med pen. The nausea begins to creep over me as well, and she doesn’t react when I take
the pen from the console and inhale.
“We should have bought dramamine.” I say. She nods.
“We’ll pick some up in Missoula.”

The aptly named Mount Jumbo rises up to our right, representing the edge of the
mountains that give way to the city of Missoula. It sits in a valley, flat and sprawling with a grid of
perpendicular streets.
“My god, there’s a teriyaki restaurant on every corner.”
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“Yeah, you’ll get used to that when we get into Washington.” my mom says, stopping at
a Walgreens on the edge of town.
We use the bathroom and browse the shelves, finding the pharmacy fully stocked with
burn creams and breathing treatments. The city must be an evacuation center for the people
living in the surrounding mountains. We find dramamine and a road map and pick up air
freshener as well, hoping to chip away at the Volvo’s increasing odor. Back in the car, my
mother unfolds the map.
“I have not used one of these in a long time.” She scans the print, tracing the roads with
her finger.
“We’re staying here, so that’s four streets, left, five streets, right, eight streets. Should be
right here on the corner.”
“What’s the hotel called?”
“I don’t remember, it’s in my pictures somewhere.” She passes me her phone as we
drive and I flip through the photos.
“I’m not gonna find anything scandalous on here, am I?” I joke.
“What, you think that’s how I got your father to let us stay with him? Trust me, he’s got
plenty to go off of from before I left his ass.”
“Ew, mom.”
“Don’t try to gross me out, Cassie, I will out-gross you every single time.”
“I don’t even think that’s what I was trying to do.” I mumble, finding nothing exciting bar
the occasional screenshot of a rare gynecological abnormality in the photos app. “Here it is. The
Pink Palace Home-Away, on AphroTravel.org. Is that how you found all the hotels?” She nods.
“Mhmm. It’s highly selective. You gotta be Black owned or Black people-friendly to get
on there.”
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I wonder to myself how the dingy Super 8 in Sioux Falls earned its spot in the
Aphrosphere.
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XIX
The Pink Palace Home-Away is not pink, nor is it a palace. It’s a brown and beige house
with a wheelchair ramp and a couple of sun-damaged pink drapes in the first floor windows. In
its defense, there is also a pink doormat with the house’s name printed in cursive script. We’re
the only car in the lumpy gravel driveway.
We knock on the door and after several minutes a young woman answers.
“We have a reservation-” my mother begins, but the woman waves her hand.
“Nuh uh. No english.” She says, in a distinctly Kenyan accent. She walks into the kitchen
and says something to someone, and a tall man with a cowrie shell choker greets us.
“Hello, welcome! I am Theodore. You must be Kali and Nia.”
“Cassie.” I correct, and we follow him into the house.
“You are both very young.” He says, looking us over. “I suppose you will not need any
walking aids, but how about oxygen?”
“What?” my mom asks, as confused as I am.
“We are primarily a geriatric boarding facility, did it not say on our website?”
“Oh, no I booked through Aphrotravel. I thought you were a bed and breakfast.”
“Ah, I see.” Theodore says.
“Is it okay that we’re healthy? I mean are we allowed to stay here?” My mother asks.
“Oh, of course, we have the beds and breakfast, do not worry. I will put you on the upper
floor.”
“Okay, well if you need anything to put in your records she’s asthmatic and my kidneys
are failing.” My mom says. He chuckles, leading us past a motorized stair lift and up a dark
wooden staircase.
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“Oh, good, I’ll make sure to tell the boss.” He chuckles again. “Just a joke, I am the boss.
Your room is here on the left.”
He opens the door to a room painted dark green, with white lace shades and two lamps
made of black ceramic panthers crouching underneath telescoping red lamp shades, the
metallic slats of the shades connected with gold chains. The beds are twin-sized, and come
equipped with IV poles and remote controlled raising and lowering mechanisms.
“Okay, anything I can get for you? I will bring up a pitcher of water, since you are not on
a swallow advisory.”
I giggle.
“That’s enough for us, thank you Theodore.” My mom says, and the man smiles before
descending the creaky staircase.
“What the hell?” I whisper, my mother sitting down on the edge of the bed and smiling at
her own mistake.
“I know, I know, whoops!” she says, tapping her forehead with her palm.
Theodore reemerges with the pitcher of water and two glasses. “If you are in need of
assistance, don’t hesitate to press the call button.” He says, unclipping the bed alarm button
from my comforter and bringing it towards my shirt sleeve.
“We can always come and get you, too.” My mom reminds him. He chuckles and sets
the button on the night stand between our beds.
“Right, right, whatever suits you. Sorry, it’s just the routine. Good night!” He closes the
door and creaks his way back down the stairs.
I lay down, raising the head and knee areas of my bed with the remote. I have a perfect
view of the CRT television that’s propped on a milk crate in the corner from my new position.
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“This is kind of nice.” I offer. My mom smiles and shakes her head, fidgeting with her
own remote.

As the sun sets outside of the lace windows, we lay in our reclining beds and sip water
from the china glasses. I turn on the TV and get static, but find a viable channel after a couple of
clicks. I’m confused by the images on the screen.
“Is that a Japanese game show?” my mother asks, leaning forward. The shouting referee
quickly confirms her suspicions. I flip through the other channels and find nothing but static,
returning to the only available broadcast.
“It’s the only channel.” I say, laughing. “We’re watching a Japanese game show in a
Kenyan boarding house. I’m gonna go into culture shock.”
“Better keep that bed alarm close!” My mom snorts, tickled by her own sense of humor.
“Funny, funny.” I reply. She sits up.
“I got something for you.”
“What is it? My phone?” I roll over in bed, watching her open her suitcase. She produces
a plastic bag with a cardboard insert. “You brought hair?”
“Passion twists! Just like the ones I had, but thirty inches like you said. I stopped at a
beauty supply when you were sleeping.”
“You remembered?”
“I wasn’t gonna forget you giving me a compliment! You want to get these in?”
“Yeah! If it won’t bother your hands.”
“It’ll only take a couple hours, my joints will be fine.”
My mother eagerly sets hair wax and tea tree oil beside her on the bed, then begins
combing through my unwashed curls and splitting them into sections. She uses a crochet hook
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to loop the synthetic twists against my scalp, weaving my hair into them and slicking the ends
down with wax. We watch the tiny television as she works.
There’s a game consisting of a trip for competitors up a flight of soapy stairs. The players
are dressed in nylon unitards, and a group of gamemakers at the top of the stairs pour buckets
of soapy water and fling bouncy balls at the contestants as they struggle to climb upward. The
ultimate goal is to reach the top without tumbling down into a pool of water. That’s it. That’s the
whole game. It goes on for nearly forty minutes before someone wins a robot capable of
preparing sixty-four different ramen recipes.

A few hours later my abs are burning from the exertion of hysterical laughter, and my
mom secures the end of the last twist. We go into the tiny bathroom to admire her work, careful
not to bump into any handrails.
“They’re perfect.” I say, flipping a section of twisted hair behind my shoulder. My mother
takes it and runs her fingers between the coils, catching my eyes in the mirror and beaming.
“I’m glad you like them.”
She’s asleep shortly after we return to our bedroom, worn out from all of the driving and
styling. I pull a bonnet over my hair and use my inhaler, the thin mountain air starting to affect
my breathing. I notice a dent beneath me and pull up the sheets, revealing a bedpan. At least
it’s clean. I push the sheet back over the edge of the bed and use the remote to lower it into a
neutral position, curling up on my side and closing my eyes, catapulting myself into a vivid
dream.
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I’m standing on the bald crest of Mount Jumbo, feet crunching the dry grass as I look out
over Missoula. People and cars travel in tiny trajectories along the grid, peacefully going about
their days. I turn to face the east and see absolute chaos.
The mountains are on fire, giant trees crashing to the ground and pulling electric wires
down with them. Sparks spray out from below, showering the valleys in flashes of light. Cars zip
down the mountain roads, zig zagging along the bluffs as the fires scorch trenches down their
faces. Waves of flames consume everything in their paths, and charred bodies fill the blackened
cars in their wake. If I squint, I can almost see the hurricane headed for the East Coast. I turn
back to the peaceful city.
There’s a new feature at the western edge of Missoula, a giant dam that holds back a
glistening blue lake. Sailboats float along the rim, passing through the glowing reflection of the
sun across the water and sending shimmering ripples over the bay. I’m transfixed by the blissful
scene when the damn breaks, fractured blocks of cement shooting into the city and landing with
thunderous crashes onto the buildings below.
The water spurts out into the valley, enveloping the city in mere seconds. I catch a
glimpse of the Pink Palace as it’s submerged, only now it’s actually pink, and a wooden sign
hangs from a post connected to the roof. I remain on the peak of Mount Jumbo, the divide
between fire and flood. Just as I’m thanking god for my apparent safety, a tornado comes
barrelling over the adjacent ridge. The air turns equal parts hot and cold, ripping at my clothing
and pulling the dust in twisting motions around my feet.
Unwilling to try my luck amongst the raging fires, I dive into the flood just seconds before
the twister reaches Mount Jumbo. The waves tumble me underwater and I force my eyes open,
only to reveal I’m hurtling towards a submerged church steeple. I fight helplessly in the waves,
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closing my eyes and curling up into a ball in hopes that the shape will prevent me from
impalement on the steeple. I open my eyes.
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XX
I’m back in the Pink Palace, the brown Pink Palace, and my mother is sitting up in bed,
scrolling through her phone.
“You have service?” I ask. She shakes her head.
“Just going through pictures. I’ve been up for an hour and I didn’t want to turn on the
TV.”
“Thanks for that.” I say, wondering what elements the Japanese game show channel
might have contributed to my nightmare.
“Breakfast?” My mom asks, brandishing a handful of granola bars. “I have a feeling
whatever they’re serving is denture-suitable.”
I take a bar.
“How far is it to dad’s house?” I ask.
“Six and a half hours to downtown Leavenworth, and then it’s about a thirty minute drive
up into the mountains.”
“Not too bad.”
“No, and Theodore says the wildfires in Washington aren’t supposed to be too serious
today. The air quality is dangerously bad in the valleys but we’ll spend most of the drive on high
ground.”
“When did you talk to Theodore?” I ask, biting into a second granola bar.
“In the middle of the night, actually. You somehow managed to push your help button in
your sleep.”
“No shit, I did?”
“Language, and yes. Bad dream?” I shrug.
“Just the end of the world, again.”
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“Hmm.” She replies.

When we walk down the stairs we catch Theodore running past us. He’s chasing a stark
naked old lady through the foyer, screaming frantically.
“Your robe, Agnes, please! Put on your robe! This isn’t your house, Agnes, please!”
We wait until the situation is contained and join Theodore in the kitchen. He’s taking pills
out of med wheels and crushing them in a device, sprinkling them over bowls of what appears to
be Cream of Waffles.
“Good morning, ladies. Can I get you anything to eat?”
“We’re fine, thank you. May I use your shower?” my mom asks, already holding a
change of clothes.
“Yes, use the one in the upstairs bathroom, it’s more private than the one down here.”
He pulls a towel out from under the kitchen sink and his coworker notices, promptly snapping a
latex glove over her hand and approaching my mother.
Theodore steps into her path, waving his hands and saying something in Swahili.
“Sorry, Nia. It’s the routine, like I said.”
“That’s alright.” My mother replies, clutching the towel defensively over her chest as she
leaves the kitchen.

I sit between a middle-aged woman in a wheelchair and an old man at the counter. The
woman is flipping through a copy of SkyMall magazine, a stack of other issues on the counter in
front of her. The man is wearing glaucoma sunglasses despite the dimly lit room, but he
removes them to look at me. He starts to speak.
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“You know, I go to church with a fellow named Jerome.” I nod, unsure of the significance
of the tidbit. “Nice man. God-fearing. He’s African-American.” The man says, leaning back in his
chair and crossing his arms. Theodore sighs.
“You don’t have to say that to every brown person, Ronald.”
Ronald lifts his hands and shrugs before hunching back over the counter to eat his
waffles.
“He just wants to make you feel welcome.” Theodore offers.
Agnes returns from her bedroom in a fuzzy pink robe and leopard print slippers. She’s
holding a lit cigarette.
“Not around the oxygen, Agnes!” he chases her again, stomping the cigarette into the
carpet and nearly tripping over the tubing from her nasal cannula in the process. She groans.
“Now why’d you do that?”
“So you don’t burn us down, Agnes. Here, eat your pancakes.” He hands her a spoon.
Cream of Pancakes, then, not Cream of Waffles after all.
“You people are not very nice.” Agnes says, digging the spoon into her breakfast. She
looks at me for a moment. “Oh, hi, Ruth. I hope you didn’t leave my door open. If that damn
Himalayan gets his fur on my bed again I’m going to go crazy.”
“Short trip.” The woman in the wheelchair mutters, eyes on her magazine.

When my mother returns, she’s wearing a flowy dress shirt and tight fitting jeans, her
favorite gele wrapped over her hair. She looks twenty-five.
“Where should I put the towel?” She asks, and Theodore’s eyes widen involuntarily at
the sight of her.
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“I’ll take it.” He says, carrying the towel out of the room. She smirks at me, having
clocked his reaction.
“Ready to go?”
“Yep!” I say, standing up and following her up the stairs. We don our backpacks and
make a final sweep of the room. I notice her slightly upturned sheets and point at the bed.
“Make sure nothing fell in the bedpan.”
“Excuse me?” She looks at the bed. “Oh.”
Once we’ve accounted for all of our belongings, we return to the kitchen. Theo retrieves
a binder and fills out a form, noting that we haven’t required any special help or equipment. He
slides my mother’s card through a device attached to his cell phone and writes her a receipt on
carbon paper, a practice as archaic as the house’s decor.
“Good luck on your drive, you two.”
“Thanks, have a good day.” I say, and my mother smiles at him. His coworker smiles too,
deftly prepping a blood glucose test on a side table as she does so. I wave goodbye to Cecelia,
the SkyMall aficionado, and we exit the front door.

The gravel parking lot is bathed in morning sun, but the cool mountain air has kept the
interior of the Volvo at a reasonable temperature. My mom pops four dramamine tablets out
from their foil and hands two to me.
“Do you ever wonder if they put chemicals in here that mess with your inner ears, just so
you get more carsick and have to buy more?” My mom frowns.
“You sound like your father. But no, I don’t think they could get away with it. Then again,
the FDA is pretty shady, so I suppose they could. I don’t think they do, though.”
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The road out of Missoula is a straight shot into the mountains. I look through the pile of
CDs a final time, knowing I’ll be too nauseous to read their titles once we hit the switchbacks.
“What’s dad’s favorite band?” My mom squints, thinking about my question as we stop at
a red light.
“Tito Puente.”
“That’s just percussion.” She laughs.
“Don’t say that to him.”
“Any others?”
“The Gorillaz, like I said. He also liked The Flaming Lips, Noname, Chance, and Mitski.”
“Okay, I like some of those. I don’t know the Flaming Lips.”
“They’re pretty good, I have Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots i n here somewhere.”
“Pink robots?” I find an album with an image that seems to fit the title. A little girl in a
yellow dress stands in the shadow of a sprawling, salmon-colored assailant. The writing on its
face confirms my suspicions.
I slide the disc into the drive. The first song starts and I lean back in my seat, listening
intently. A voice echoes over the speakers, declaring: “The t-t-t-test begins”.
This is followed immediately by a looped section of sharp vocals that gives way to a
psychedelic melody of the indie-rock persuasion. The lyrics unfurl over the guitar, the voice of
their singer pleasantly following the tune.
“Okay, I can get into this.” I say, my mom already bobbing her head and tapping her
fingers over the steering wheel. I close my eyes and let the music flow over me, filled with an
unfamiliar excitement.
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Unsurprisingly, the track that the album is named after is my favorite. It’s divided into two
parts, though, complicating my decision. Ultimately, “Part 1” wins over “Part 2”. This is mostly
due to the fact that the synthesizer in “Part 2” sounds disturbingly flatulent. I rewind to Part “1”,
and my mother seems relieved to be freed from the mechanical whirrings and disembodied
speaking samples of Part 2.
“I like this one.” I say, folding my legs over the dash to better enjoy the track.
“The robots are a metaphor for cancer.” She says.
“Oh.” I reply, mood slightly dampened by this information. “Geez.”

Forty-seven minutes later the album wraps up, and we clear the western boundary of the
Flathead Reservation.
“Do you have any of the other albums? Mitski, or Noname?”
“I have Mitski. A lot of Noname’s really good stuff came out after we moved to Atlanta. I
didn’t burn any CDs after the move.”
After Mitski we burn through two Chance albums, Malibu by Anderson Paak, and a Vince
Staples EP. We reach downtown Leavenworth as I put in the final album we’ll have time for, an
Avett Brothers mix CD my mother says my dad made for her. I cringe as the first track begins.
“Is this country?”
“Folk country,” she says, “it’s different. They’re liberals.”
I give the CD a chance and wind up pleasantly surprised. Kick Drum Heart is
unapologetically cheerful, and I find myself tapping my feet involuntarily as it plays.
“See?” My mom asks, noticing the action. “It isn’t so bad.”
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XXI
We’re driving deep in the mountains as ‘It Goes On and On’ transitions into ‘May it Last’,
the final song on the mix. The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest sprawls out before us, and
my mother finally turns left onto a narrow gravel driveway. The orchestral song turns heavy and
atmospheric as the Volvo struggles up the hill, but the buoyant staccato strings return as my
father’s house emerges from behind the pines. My mom parks a few yards from the house,
turning off the car and ending the music. She sits still for a moment, exhaling slowly.
“Okay, grab everything you can carry.”
I do, ladening myself with luggage and following her up to the house. It fits perfectly into
its surroundings, with polished pine logs supporting the exterior and a rock garden dotted with
evergreen shrubs outlining its foundation. The second floor is triangular, and massive tinted
windows with bird-deterrent decals attached fill most of the front wall. My mother checks her
gele in the reflective glass and knocks on the door.
We wait for a while and I begin to wonder if Kurt is even home. There’s an aged
motorcycle in the driveway, but no car. The porch light is off. I’m looking around at the
mountains when the door swings open, and I’m face to face with my father.
I hardly get a look at the man before he’s ushering us inside, setting my mother’s bags
on the kitchen counter and helping to stack our shoes on a boot tray. He finally straightens up,
looking at me. He’s shorter than I expected, wearing a pair of grey jeans and a green henley.
His chin-length brown hair is brushed, unlike in the photographs, and a well groomed beard
covers the bottom half of his face. His eyes match his shirt.
“Wow, Cassie, you’re huge!”
“Thanks?” I say, standing awkwardly in the doorway. He hugs me, an equally unnatural
gesture, but he beckons my mother and I into the living room and we sit on the couch.

Nicolow 122

The inside of the house looks not unlike the forest surrounding it. Unfinished tree limbs
support the doorways, and the hardwood floors are knotted pine. The rugs are practically just
green and maroon versions of the ones from the Emerald Loon. A fireplace sits at the head of
the lounge, lit and crackling pleasantly. The coffee table is a polished tree stump, complete with
the tops of the roots.
“Oh, coffee.” He says, leaping up from his seat in an armchair and shuffling over to the
kitchen, socked feet sliding across the floor. “Black coffee for Nia, and how do you take it,
Cassie?”
“She doesn’t.” My mom replies. I roll my eyes.
“With sugar, and almond milk if you have it.” He opens the fridge.
“I have almond, coconut, oat, and rice. Never really liked soy milk.”
“Me neither.” I say, and he smiles.
“Raw hawaiian sugar alright?” My mom rolls her eyes, fighting off a smile.
“That’s great!” I say, turning to my mother and whispering: “You drink loose leaf tea
imported from Thailand.”
My dad returns to the living room. He hands me a moose-shaped mug with a spoon
sticking out of it, and I stir the floating sugar into the drink as he goes back for the other two.
“Oh my god, I forgot about the moose mug.” My mom says, lightening up. “That was your
favorite when you were little.”
“Oh, yeah?” I ask, not recognizing the cup, but touched that my dad remembered it.
“I can’t believe you still have that.” My mother says, as my dad hands her a second mug.
They’re making eye contact for the first time since our arrival. He smiles sheepishly.
“Oh, yeah. I kept everything.”
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We sip our coffee by the fire, and my dad asks about the trip. My mom fills him in on the
dunes, the fires, the Dust Bowl, and the commune, leaving out the minivan and the second
hitchhiker. He glances nervously at me every few sentences, and I smile at him.
“Nia Carter, you stayed at a commune?”
“Yes!” She says, laughing. “And you know what? I kinda loved it.”
“Bullshit.” He says, eyes widening as he looks at me.
“It’s okay, I swear too.”
“Like a sailor.” My mother adds. My dad’s shoulders untense.
“I took your mother to a commune once. We were going through our hippie phase, and
we thought we might be ready for a real commitment.”
“And?” I ask, excited to hear a story about my parents that doesn’t revolve around my
dad’s enamorment with lizard people.
“It was going pretty well, until your mother asked to use the bathroom. They led her out
to an open field with a little wooden platform over a hole, no walls or anything.”
“Jesus.” I say, realizing the porta-potties at Belle Fourche were actually a good thing.
“No, no, you skipped a part.” My mom says, nudging my dad’s arm playfully. “I went up
to the head lady and I was like, hey, this isn’t gonna work for me, I have to go number two. And
all this woman says to me, I kid you not,” she pauses, suppressing her laughter, “all this woman
has to say is ‘You don’t have to announce it, Nia, everybody poops.” Her imitation of the
woman’s flowery voice earns a full-hearted laugh from my father, and she slaps her knee.
“Oh, boy.” I say, hoping they’ll continue their banter. My dad speaks up.
“She dragged me out of that field at fifty miles an hour, threw me into the car and said
‘Kurt, drive.’ Some Teriyaki place let her use their employee restroom. She wouldn’t even talk
about it until we got home.”
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“I was traumatized.” my mom says, sipping her coffee. “Who does that? Who just sits
down and takes a shit in the middle of an open field? Were the other hippies just gonna cheer
me on? Rate my performance?” She shakes her head. “I did not understand those people. And
you know what? I still don’t.”
“Yeah, that was a little bit much for me, too.” My dad says, tucking a lock of hair behind
his ear and drinking from his mug. I remember my mom’s mention of my dad’s love for science
fiction and speak up.
“They showed Close Encounters of the Third Kind at the commune. Projected it straight
onto the Devil’s Tower.”
“No way!” he says, “I would have killed to see that!”
“I told her you would.” My mom says.
“Yeah, well, you know me.” They both fall silent for a moment, and I decide to avert the
awkward tension that may arise.
“I think we still have some luggage left in the car, maybe we could go grab that and get
unpacked? See the rest of the house?”
“Let’s do it!” My dad stands up, setting his mug on the counter. “I’ll show you the bunker,
too.”
“Cool.” I say, with artificial enthusiasm.
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XXII
We retrieve the last of the contents of the Volvo, my mother even scooping her CD
collection into her duffel.
“What?” she asks, noticing my confused expression, “Might as well listen to the rest of
them.”
We carry everything inside, and I look up the staircase in the center of the house. It’s
free-standing, with slats of polished wood propped up by more raw tree branches.
“Are we staying upstairs?”
“Actually, I was thinking we’d move everything into the bunker right away, just to be
safe.” I look at my mom for protest, but she nods.
“Yeah, that’s a good idea. Just in case.”
“I’ll still show you the rest of the house, if you want.” My dad offers, gesturing at the
stairs. I walk up into the loft, trying to ignore the overwhelming sense of paranoia around me.
“This is where your mom and I used to sleep, before you came along. It was too
dangerous to have a baby up here, so I just converted it into a music room.”
A record player sits against the back wall, and vinyl cases are tacked above it. My father
removes one of the sleeves from the wall, tucking it under his arm. Milk crates of additional
vinyls sit beside the player, and an electric keyboard sits on the floor beside a set of bongos and
a djembe.
“It’s real animal skin,” he says, as I reach out for the drum head. “It was a gift from a
friend in Mali.”
“You’ve been to Mali?” I ask, looking around at the other world instruments that litter the
room.
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“Yeah, I’ve been to Mali. Egypt, Libya, and Chad too. Your mother and I were planning a
trip to Nigeria for years, but flights kept getting cancelled and then of course she went back to
Atlanta so we never made it there.” He rubs the back of his neck as he finishes the statement,
searching carefully for the right words.
“Grandma Kali always wanted to go, too.” I say.
“She’s the person who made me want to go.” He says, beaming. “She always talked so
fondly about it, even though she’d never been. And her quilts-”
“We brought them.” I add, unintentionally cutting him off.
“Oh, awesome!” he says.

We return to the bottom of the stairs and he shows me his bedroom, a small room with
only a queen-sized bed and a desk. The walls are bare, and one of the desk drawers is pulled
out, revealing its emptiness. My mom steps into the doorway behind us, leaning over my dad’s
shoulder.
“Where are all the action figures?” She asks.
“In the bunker.” He replies.
“Good.”
She walks ahead of us into the bathroom, touching the wallpaper. It’s an illustration of a
forest, abstract-style with ovular trees and little woodland creatures.
“We had this made for your birthday.” My mom says, still running her fingers over the
cartoon trees. “An artist in Seattle custom makes them. We were going to put it in your nursery
but you always wanted to sleep with us, so we figured here was better.”
“That’s right, we slept with the lights on for two years because of your nightmares.”
“I had them then?” I ask.
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“You still get them?” He looks genuinely concerned.
“Yeah, almost every night. I’m pretty good at dealing with them now.” My dad glances at
my mom.
“Don’t look at me, I took her to therapy. Dr. Bea said they don’t seem to be symptoms of
any childhood trauma, just generalized anxiety. She’s on medication.” I shake my head.
“Nah, I stopped taking it.”
“What?” My mother asks, crossing her arms.
“Yeah, they made me feel like a zombie and I kept falling asleep during the day, so I
stopped taking them.”
“They do that to me, too.” My dad says, sensing my mother’s anger and removing
himself from the bathroom.
“Why didn’t you tell me? Going off of a behavioral medication cold turkey is extremely
dangerous!”
“Good thing I don’t eat meat.” I say, exiting the bathroom. I’m more interested in getting
to know my father than getting a lecture about body chemistry.
My mother and father’s phones beep loudly at the same time, and they check the
notifications.
“Amber Alert.” They say in unison.
“Silver Ford Fusion.” My mother adds.
“Can I have my phone?” I ask.
“Not yet.” My mom replies. “Wanna check out the bunker?”
“Sure.” I sigh.
“Cool. Let’s bring our luggage.”
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I follow them out into the yard, my dad leading us down a footpath to a small outbuilding
and carrying by far the largest portion of our bags. The building is a wooden shack that stands
over a metal trap door, the floor of the shack filled with poured concrete. My dad taps the
circular trap door.
“Ten centimeters of lead. The interior is reinforced with sixty centimeters of concrete,” He
says, talking entirely to my mother, “come hell or high water, we’ll be fine.” She smiles proudly.
My dad pulls the handle on the door and a hydraulic mechanism kicks in, raising it
gradually to a ninety degree angle. I look down the shaft. LEDs light up in rows, and I’m relieved
to see that the ceiling of the bunker is only about five feet underground, two of them filled by the
reinforced ceiling. My mother climbs into the shaft first, and I climb in after my dad.
The interior of the shelter is roughly the size of our apartment in Boston, with two
bedrooms, a living room, a bathroom, and a kitchenette. The walls are covered in sci-fi
paraphernalia, from books and movie cases to mounted action figures and space ships. My
mother pushes a dangling model tie fighter out of the way as she inspects the kitchenette.
“Want to see your room?” My dad asks, clearly anxious about my reaction. I nod and
follow him to the door. He opens it, and I’m met with an eight by six foot picture of Odiorne
Point. The picture is from the glory days of OPB, the sand still white between the rocks and the
waves free from floating animal carcasses. It’s been blown up and printed onto a glossy
wallpaper, spread out over the entirety of the wall opposite the door.
“Oh my gosh.” I say, walking over to the wall and taking in the details.
“Do you like it?” He asks, leaning timidly into the room.
“I love it. It’s incredible. Thank you.” I say, turning to face him.
“Your mom used to send me pictures of you at that beach. When you were five and six,
splashing around in the puddles with those red rain boots.”
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“They’re tide pools, but yeah. I was a little rough on them in the early days. I didn’t
realize you and mom kept in touch back then.”
“We didn’t at first, but she started to reach out more as time went by. We both needed to
heal, I think. Want to go look at the back yard? You’ll like it, it’s very…” he pauses
“environmental.”
“Sure.” I say, following him to the ladder. My mom grabs onto his shirt as he begins to
climb.
“Where are you going?” She asks.
“Just showing her the backyard. Five minutes.” She steps back from the shaft, locking
eyes with me.
“Five minutes.”
“Yeah, okay, mom.” I follow my dad out of the bunker and breathe in the mountain air. I
feel light headed, and I lean back over the entrance to the shaft.
“Mom, I’m gonna need my inhaler when I get down!” As soon as I turn around I hear
plastic fall onto the concrete. The device is sitting behind me on the ground.
“Thanks!”
I meet my dad in his backyard, standing next to a large evergreen tree at the edge of a
ravine. I can see miles of mountains from the spot, misty clouds spreading over the top layers of
pointy trees and falling downward into the valley below.
“It’s beautiful here.”
“You’re liking the Cascades so far?”
“Yeah. I mean I kind of have to, I’m named after them.”
“The mountains?” My dad looks confused.
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“Yeah, Cassie’s short for the Cascades. Since I was conceived here?” I say, attempting
to jog his memory.
“She told you that?”
“Yeah, it’s really not a big deal. I’m sixteen, I can handle it.”
“No, not that.” He blushes. “I know your mom comes without a filter, but she told you
you’re named after the Cascades?”
“Yeah, that and my Grandma Kali. You know, Cassie, Kali, they kind of sound alike?” He
shakes his head, grinning.
“Your mother didn’t name you after the Cascades. I named you Kassandra, after the
Kassandra from Greek mythology. Daughter of Hecuba and Priam, the one cursed to utter true
prophecies that no one listens to until it’s too late?” He gestures with both hands as he speaks,
shadow puppeteering Kassandra’s story.
“You named me?” I ask.
“Yeah. Your mother really liked the sound of it, too, she just didn’t care about the
background. I don’t know why she lied about it.”
“Why Kassandra? Is she like your favorite character or something?”
“I may have been projecting a little bit.” He smiles. “But I’ve always loved Greek
mythology. Of course, I was a little hesitant about naming you after a Trojan woman, but I
figured she comes from Greek myth all the same. It’s on your birth certificate,
K-A-S-S-A-N-D-R-A.”
“I’m Kassie, with a K?”
“You were supposed to be, but I guess that wouldn’t make sense with the whole
mountain story.”
“Cassie!” My mom’s voice rings out from the bunker. “Time’s up!”
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“She’s not always this high strung.” I say, taking one last look at the mountains before
climbing reluctantly into the bunker. My mother is waiting in the living room, standing in the
corner.
“Cassie, honey, why don’t you sit down.”
“I feel fine, the inhaler helped a lot.” She eyes my father, and he sits on the couch. I sit
beside him, my mother perching on the other side of me as though we’re filming a sitcom.
“It’s not that, baby, it’s this.” She holds out her phone, the screen flashing red and
orange. Three emergency alerts sit in a row on the locked screen. I read them one by one.
Emergency Alert (1)
NUCLEAR MISSILE THREAT INBOUND TO WASHINGTON, D.C. SEEK IMMEDIATE
SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.
Emergency Alert (2)
NUCLEAR MISSILE THREAT INBOUND TO NEW YORK CITY. SEEK IMMEDIATE
SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.
Emergency Alert (3)
NUCLEAR MISSILE THREAT INBOUND TO LOS ANGELES. SEEK IMMEDIATE
SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.

I sit back against the couch, too confused to be scared.
“Are these real?”
“It’s China, honey.”
“What?”
“We threatened China a few days ago. They decided to make the first move.”
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“It’s been all over the news since Friday.” My dad adds, looking confused. My mom
shakes her head.
“She didn’t see it. I had her phone.” The situation begins to set in. There’s a period of
silence, the pixels on her screen beginning to shift and pulsate as blood rushes to my head.
“Give it back, now!” I’m furious, ripping the device from her hands as soon as she holds it
out and turning it on. The alarms come through one by one, my phone vibrating with each new
bulletin. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did everyone know?! Everyone we ran into on the
road, did they know?!”
My mother nods somberly. Tears well up in my eyes.
“You are CRAZY!! Why would you keep this from me?!?”
“Because, I didn’t want to ruin our trip! We were having such a good time together! It
finally felt like we were close again! What good would it do you to feel the panic I felt?” She’s
crying now, too, my dad looking on helplessly.
“I should have had the opportunity to panic! I deserved to know what was coming!”
“I was worried about what you’d do, Cassie! If you want to talk about unpredictability,
think about how you’ve acted the past four years! Do you have any idea how hard it’s been for
me?!”
“I’m sorry, you think the hormonal rollercoaster I’ve been on, on top of growing up in the
middle of a climatic dumpster fire, was hard for you?
 ! You spent your adolesence frollicking in
meadows and... and going swimming i n lakes!”
My mother rests her forehead in her palm. My dad just looks from me to her, face
scrunched into an expression of discomfort.
My phone buzzes. It's a text from Isaiah. It’s sixteen texts from Isaiah, but they come
through scrambled and at different times. I wipe away my tears, scanning the messages as fast
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as I can. They got his dad. They heard about the missile. They made it to the base in the
mobility van on Saturday. They gained access to the bunker. It was packed. They got settled in,
they’re waiting to see who will launch the first missile. The last message finally comes through,
sliding in at the bottom of the conversation.
“Hi, Cassie. I figure you don’t have any service in the mountains. I hope you’re doing
okay. I hope you’re in the bunker, I hope it’s comfier than this one. Remember the good things. I
love you. I’ll see you if we get out. When we get out.”
I’m sobbing by the end of the message, rage melting into blended sadness and relief. My
mother puts her arms around me and reality begins to filter in.
“What about Martina and Uzi, and Ben and Marissa? And Joseph, Theodore, and
Melody,” I sniffle, forcing the last words out, “What about Alex? None of them have any shelter.”
“I know, honey. I’m not sure what will happen to Martina, or the Pink Palace. But Ben,
Marissa, and everybody at Belle Fourche? They knew what was coming. They made a choice
not to be here for the aftermath.”
I open my translation app, frantically uploading my Devil’s Tower picture onto the
homepage. It loads for several seconds, and I cross the room to stand directly beneath the trap
door. Finally, words pop up onto the screen.
“Translated from Mandarin: We are not our president. We are not your enemy. We want
to share this earth, and its resources. There is still enough for everyone. Please, do not harm
us. We only want peace.”
“We have to close the door, Cassie. We can use the radio once everything settles
down.” My mom says, gently.
My dad stands and starts walking toward me. I open my conversation with Isaiah and
type: “I’m okay. We made it. I love you too. See you soon.”
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The message sends, and my dad stands beside me. I nod, locking my phone. He climbs
the ladder and swings the hatch shut, following behind me as I return to my mother on the
couch. I lay across the cushions, curled up in a ball with my head on her lap. She pulls my
Happy Feet blanket from her backpack, draping it over my shoulders. My dad sits on the other
side of her, taking her hand.
“You saved that deer for nothing.” I feel her shake her head.
“Not for nothing, I showed him kindness. That’ll be his last memory about humans:
kindness. And lidocaine.”
I smile somberly to myself, trying not to think of the countless other people and animals
without shelter. I try to picture a world without them. I see the Dust Bowl.
After a moment of mourning the people I’ve never met, I think about my own family.
“Mom, what are we gonna do when you need dialysis?” She runs a hand over my hair,
curling a twist around her finger.
“I’ll be okay for a while. If anything happens, you’re with your dad now. This is what I
wanted. We all have each other.”
I feel my father reach an arm around my mom, holding her tightly between us. I squeeze
one hand around my mother’s knees and take his free hand with the other. His thumb tightens
protectively over my knuckles. I close my eyes, forcing myself to breathe at a reasonable pace.
The darkness behind my eyelids is suffocating, so I trade it for the Odiorne mural. I think about
in my tide pool years ago, helpless among the rocks.
Time ticks by as we sit frozen in our own rocky enclosure, encased in concrete and
helplessly entangled with one another, waiting for the world to end.

Most of it, anyways.
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I.V (2052)
“Dr. Carter.”
“Hmm?” I ask, brushing my magnified goggles onto my forehead with the back of my arm
and looking behind me.
“Can you teach my high schoolers tomorrow?”
Veronica is standing in the doorway of the lab, light reflecting off of the Atlantic behind
her. I roll my head around, stretching my shoulders before repositioning my glasses and
returning to the task at hand: a rock covered in mussels, waiting to be collected and measured.
“What for?” She takes a seat on the bench beside me, picking up a horseshoe crab from
the neighboring touch tank and flipping it over. It pokes at the air with its pincers, wiggling its
triangular tail. She sets it back down.
“Kev invited me to go whale watching this weekend, and the trip leaves Friday.”
“We got whales here, why not bring him out?” She gives me a look.
“Appledore isn’t romantic. I’m trying to get a ring before summer’s over, and there’s no
way he’s gonna propose at a science center.” She displays her naked fingers. I shrug.
“This island is gorgeous, and I got married at Seacoast. You thought my wedding wasn’t
romantic?”
“Y’all are different. I want less outdoor, more ‘top 10 movie weddings’.”
“Hmm.” I say, placing a few freed mussels into a mesh bag. “What’s the class?”
“Intro to sharks and skates.”
“Oof. I haven’t studied vertebrates in a while, Ronnie.”
“They’re just high schoolers, they’re not gonna know if you tell them the wrong shit.”
“Hmm.” I mumble. She pouts.
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“Please, Cassie! I’ll measure shells for you next Friday, then you can have a long
weekend!”
A long weekend does sound good.
“Okay, fine, I’ll brush up on the material tonight. Just forward me your curriculum.”
“Yes! Thank you!!” She shakes her hands dry and hugs me from behind, nearly knocking
me off of the bench. “I’m going to be engaged!”
“Congratulations.” I smile at the tank, carefully removing the last mussel. “And I’m done.
You ready to get out of here?”

We head down the footpath from the lab after locking up, each of us piled high with
equipment. I toss the empty sea rock into the ocean when we reach the shore, the transit boat
idling just yards away. We climb aboard and Veronica takes the captain’s seat. I stretch out on
the back deck, throwing my bags down beside me.
“You check on the seals yet?” I yell over the hum of the motor, watching clouds drift by
above us as we leave the island .
“Nah, you?”
“Nah.”
I tap the screen on my watch, pulling up my work app and entering my lab ID. The
Shoals Marine Lab interface boots up instantly, revealing columns and rows of ocean data. I
project the screen onto the cupboard in front of me and choose a starfish icon, prompting a list
of locations to appear on the wall. I select ‘Duck Island, South’ and a live video plays in front of
me. A group of harbor seals bask in the sun on the Duck Island rocks, waves spraying them
with saltwater. Juvenile seals sprawl out between their parents, their silky grey fur speckled with

Nicolow 137

the first of many black dots. One sits close to the camera, whiskers twitching as he wiggles his
heart-shaped nose.
“Aww, lots of pups today.”
“Cute.” Veronica yells back to me. “They had a good turnout in the spring. Any
entanglements?”
“Nope, no signs of distress. They’re just sealing around.” I report.
“How about the guy we’re tracking?”
“If I look at a POV camera right now I’ll puke. Especially with the way Willis swims.” I
shout, locking my watch.
It vibrates almost immediately, notifying me of a message from the Shoals Lab. I open
the message and see a special bulletin. It’s a congratulatory message from our team lead. I
gasp, sitting up and leaning toward the captain’s seat.
“Oh my god. Marine pH off of Seavey just hit eight point two!”
“Point two??” Veronica yells, looking slack-jawed back at me.
“Point two!”
“No shit! We made history??”
“I think we did!” I shout, a wave of nausea coming over me as I do.
I focus on the horizon and contain my excitement. Part of me feels like the message will
disappear or be redacted by our field biologists if I celebrate too soon. I take deep breaths,
keeping my gaze steady on the line where the ocean meets the sky.
New Hampshire rises out of the mist ahead of us, its rocky outcroppings visible between
the offshore turbines. A few minutes later I can see the tidepoolers, likely young families and
elementary school field trippers enjoying a Thursday afternoon crab hunt. Whoever catches the
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most green crabs wins a prize, and everyone gets to keep their spoils. Kids can keep them in
tanks, or they can be cooked and eaten.
Seacoast euthanizes the meal crabs via electric shock or ganglia destruction, the two
methods approved by the marine ethics committee. I’m the chair of the marine ethics committee.
And the committee for invertebrate resurgence. My committees estimate that Odiorne will be
invasive species-free by 2060.
Veronica parks the boat at our Odiorne dock, holding a hand out for me after steadying
herself on the wooden planks.
“Here, sea legs.”
“‘Preciate you.” I offer, clambering onto solid ground.
“Mama!” I squint down the dock, catching sight of AJ.
“Hey, child.” She reaches me and grabs hold of my legs, nearly tipping us both over. “Did
you get taller today?”
“No!” she shouts, “I two tall!” She’s been saying that since she was a
 round two feet tall,
nearly eighteen months ago.
“You’re at least three foot six, Thena. You’ll be taller than me by Sunday!”
“Nuh uh!”
“Uh huh!” I laugh, scooping the toddler onto my hip. Veronica takes my bag and hands it
to my husband as he reaches us.
“Here you go, Iz.”
“Thanks, Ronnie.” He’s holding my oldest’s hand in one of his, and he flips his dreads
out of his face with the other. “Dr. Carter.” He gives me a formal nod, and the locks gather over
his eyes again.
“Oh, hush.” I say, tucking the hair behind his ear and kissing him.
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“Ew!” My son shouts, pointing a piece of driftwood at me, “disgusting!”
“That’s not very nice, Malcom.” Veronica tells him, “Your parents are sweet!”
“Just wait til we’re old and wrinkly, smacking our gums together!” Isaiah teases, letting
go of my son’s hand and pinching his cheek.
“Ew!” Mac yells again, pushing his father’s hand away.
The five of us make our way down the dock, Veronica parting ways with our group when
we reach the sand.
“Have fun whale watching!” I yell after her, giving an exaggerated wink before turning to
Isaiah. “How was your Thursday?”
“So far so good! We got up at ten, had pancakes. I packaged up some orders to take to
the post office, Miss Athena used the potty,”
“Good job!” I interrupt, adjusting her on my hip and grinning.
“Then she dumped it out.” He adds. “Poop went everywhere. I don’t know why she did
it.”
“Oh.” I say.
“I did it.” Athena affirms, putting on an incredibly serious expression.
“Yes, yes you did.” Isaiah replies. “So I cleaned that up, then we came to the center and
played with the horseshoe crabs, and those, um-”
“Sting-a rays!” Malcolm shouts.
“The little polka-dotted ones.” Isaiah addends.
“Skates. I’m teaching a class on those tomorrow.” I say.
“Aren’t they vertebrates?” Isaiah asks.
“Yeah, marine vertebrates. I’m taking over for Ronnie. What’d you do next?”
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“Collected some driftwood for my next batch of beads, went rockpooling, Malcom ate
some seaweed, so we’ll have to take him to see your mom if he starts turning purple.” I smile.
“He’s a little too extrauterine to be seen by an OB. Plus, I’m not bugging her or dad on
their anniversary. Especially not the big three-five, that’s a milestone.”
“True.” He says.
“Mac’ll be fine, I’m just glad he ate something green. Guess what?”
“What?” Isaiah asks, opening the trunk of our car and hoisting Malcom onto the bumper
to remove his sandy red rainboots.
“We got eight point two.”
“pH?” He asks.
“Yes.” I reply.
“No way.”
“Mmhmm.”
“Woohoo! That's my baby!” He shakes out one of Malcom’s boots and sets it in the trunk,
starting on the other. “So we did it? We fixed the planet?” I chuckle.
“Well, we fixed a few square miles of the Atlantic. But it’s a start. I expect we’ll start
seeing sea turtles again by the end of the decade, as long as we can stay under 430ppm
atmospheric. And at this rate, I think we can.”
“Good job, baby!” He tells me, taking Athena from my arms and setting her beside Mac.
“How would you like to see a big old sea turtle in person, Thena? Mommy’s gonna bring them
back!”
“Tuddle?” Athena asks.
“Yes, Mommy is making the ocean all better so the turtles can live here again. Mommy’s
an earth doctor!”

Nicolow 141

“Like Grandma?” Athena asks.
“Grandma is a doctor for vaginas.” My six year old son responds, frankly.
“That’s right, Malcom.” Isaiah says.
I shake my head and walk around the car, pulling our solar panel off of the roof and
folding it up before returning to the trunk to help put the kids in carseats. I roll down the window
as we leave the beach, taking in a few deep breaths of ocean air.
It’s the perfect mix of saltwater and the nutty fragrance of blooming forsythia. It’s a
victorious scent: essence of land and sea, blended together and unmistakably alive.

